Fishy tales: Singapura Dilanggar Todak as myth and history in Singapore's past by SIM MEIJUN, SOPHIE
 
FISHY TALES: 
SINGAPURA DILANGGAR TODAK  














SIM MEIJUN, SOPHIE 












A THESIS SUBMITTED  
FOR THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF ARTS 
DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY 




This was never planned. I thought completing my honours was going to be the 
end of my tertiary education. For this stressful yet mind-opening year, I have Prof. 
Gordon to thank, for first planting the thought in me. I’m sure the people at the dark 
towers will hate you if they ever read this. Nonetheless, thanks for teaching me the ropes 
in fighting the dark battles and for being ever so supportive. I’m sure glad that pigs can 
fly and I’m the beneficiary of that miracle. To your fellow partner in crime, Dr. Barnard, 
for all your help and guidance, thank you from the bottom of my heart. More importantly, 
thank you for helping me plan how all this can be completed in a year. Truly, you have 
more faith in me than I have in myself, and I’m just glad that you are my supervisor. 
 
To the one who has to put up with my fears, anxieties and mood-swings, yet 
nevertheless gone through the journey alongside me, Kelvin, thank you for your love, 
help and support. The endless drafts you went through, the time you spent listening to me 
gribe or bounce an idea off you or just be my Malay jargon machine are not forgotten. I 
cannot imagine doing this without you. Thanks too for constantly turning me back to God 
and for reminding me to keep my focus, think harder and for exposing me to so much 
materials that I would otherwise be ignorant of. This one is for you. 
 
Dad, Mum and all at home, it’s interesting to see how all of you are more excited 
about me embarking on this journey than I was. Thanks for standing behind me all the 
way and for just taking an interest in what I am studying. Like I wrote before, Daddy and 
Mummy, I count among my greatest blessings your love and trust. Once again, this too is 
for the both of you, as a testimony of my love. 
 
Dr. Jan Van Der Putten, for all the interest you have taken in my thesis, I’m 
eternally grateful. Thank you for introducing all the other versions of “Dilanggar Todak” 
and for specially conducting your class in English for my sake. I will never forget that 
lesson. It’s great to see someone discuss history and literature together in the same breath. 
 
Prof. Miksic, for all the lessons on archaeology, not forgetting the hands on 
experiences at the lab, thank you for providing the opportunity in class to have first hand 
contact with things from the classical era. Without those lessons on Kota Cina, Trowulan 
and Majapahit, I would not have learnt as much about pre-1819 history and the 
importance of it for a better understanding of Southeast Asian history.  
 
Chung, Supra and Yin Wah, I count it my blessings to have leaders who care for 
me in all aspects of my life. For all the prayers, concerns about how I am doing, thank 
you so, so much.  
 
Finally, the most important figure to thank. Abba Father. Thank you for 
sustaining and empowering me through this degree course. Thank you for everything. 












Chapter 1 - Of Myth and Singapore History: An Introduction 1 
           Methodology 7 
           Singapore History: A Historiographical Perspective   8 
           Recent Trends in Singapore Historiography 20 
           An Alternative History: Singapore’s Past Through Myths 23 
  
Chapter 2 - Malay Narratives 27 
           Fictitious Facts: Handling the Sulalat Us-Salatin 28 
           Of Ruler and Ruled: Kingship and Authority in the Malay World 34 
           For the Glory of Melaka: Singapura in the Malay World 37 
  
Chapter 3 – Religious and Colonial Narratives 42 
          Islamic Revivalism and the Malay World 42 
          Enlightening the “Barbarians”: Appropriating the Sulalat Us-Salatin 45 
          Enlightened “Barbarians”: Colonial Influences on Indigenous Works 48 
          Some Exceptions: Colonials Who Tried to Understand the East 50 
  
Chapter 4 - Transitional Narratives 55 
          From Print to Screen: Singapura Dilanggar Todak in Film 55 
          From Federation to Independence: Singapura Dilanggar Todak as a Novel 62 
  
Chapter 5 - Post-Independent Narratives  65 
          Politics Without: Of Power and Prestige 65 
          Politics Within: Of Manipulation and Agency 73 
  
















Literature and history share a symbiotic relationship, where both serve to highlight 
and give voice to the other. Every time a myth is retold, history is re-written. In this thesis, 
this phenomenon is exemplified through an examination of different versions of a 
fourteenth-century myth, Singapura Dilanggar Todak, that were told between 1612 and 
2001. Using Stephen Greenblatt’s method of New Historicism, each version of this myth 
will be examined for changes in its plot, structure and/or main character. Through such an 
analysis, each re-telling of Singapura Dilanggar Todak will reflect concerns of the 
historical epoch during which it existed.  
Most historical scholarship on Singapore’s past has relied heavily on colonial sources, 
resulting in absences, such as considerations of a pre-colonial history and the role of non-
political elites. This has resulted in Singapore’s history being typified as beginning only in 
1819, when Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles founded modern Singapore. All occurrences prior 
to this date were ignored, or overlooked consequently. As such, this thesis offers a 
neglected and commonly dismissed, if not derided, avenue of redressing these failures, by 
considering myths as valuable historical sources as myths reflect, represent and reshape 
local society. Unquestionably, there is value in colonial sources. However, the fear of an 
exclusive reliance on them remains. It is within this context and framework in existing 
scholarship that this work is conceived. Even after archaeological findings in 1984 pointed 
to the existence of a pre-colonial heritage, a limited perception of Singapore history 
continued. Admittedly, some historians realised the importance of this discovery and 
attempted to re-write the early history of Singapore. However, these efforts are minimal, 
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requiring continued effort to sustain, for the typical colonial perception of Singapore history 
has been firmly entrenched in the mentalities of Singaporeans.    
Arguing for a greater reliance on literary sources, in this instance exemplified by the 
study of Singapura Dilanggar Todak, this thesis reveals how the study of myths reveals 
information about Singapore’s past that is usually neglected. In some instances, findings 
complement those already known about the past, but nevertheless aid in a greater 
appreciation of Singapore’s history. It is argued that each subsequent version of Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak reveals the intentions of the respective writers. Through this use of a 
literary source, this thesis attempts to fulfill three objectives: first, to support the existence 
of a pre-1819 Singapore past; second, to give voice to non-political elites in Singapore 
society; and finally to show how literary works can be used as historical sources to study 
the past.  
With Chapter 1 being the introduction and Chapter 6 the conclusion, Chapters 2-5 of 
this thesis depict a thorough analysis of how Singapura Dilanggar Todak was interpreted 
and translated by various authors and became presented in various genres, ranging from 
novels, films to comics and poetry. These chapters illustrate how a myth can reveal new 
insights, or support existing ones, into the pre-colonial, colonial, transitional and post-







Of Myths and Singapore History: An Introduction 
 
The arts may have quite specific features as practices, 
but they cannot be separated from 




  One of the earliest available texts that narrate both factual and fantastic stories 
about the pre-colonial Malay world is the 1612 version of the Sulalat Us-Salatin, more 
commonly referred to as the Sejarah Melayu. 2 In one of the tales recorded in the Sulalat 
Us-Salatin, swordfish jumped from the sea and attacked Singapura’s inhabitants. The 
ruler of Singapura, Paduka Sri Maharaja, and his chiefs were very anxious about the 
situation. In a bid to save his followers, the Maharaja commanded his men to stand along 
the coast to form a human fence. When swordfish attacked again, many men were killed, 
leaving the Maharaja at his wits’ end. At this point, a young boy suggested building a 
fence along the coast using banana stems. The Maharaja accepted and effected this idea 
and when the swordfish came on shore again, their snouts were caught in the stems and 
the men then killed the trapped fish. The boy’s brilliant idea had saved Singapura, 
causing the chiefs to fear that he would grow up to threaten their authority. Harbouring 
this fear, the chiefs asked the Maharaja to order the boy’s execution, which ensued 
shortly thereafter. The Sulalat Us-Salatin goes on to state that the guilt of the boy’s blood 
                                                 
1 Raymond Williams, Problems in Materialism and Culture (London: Verso, 1980), p. 44. 
2 Muhammad Haji Salleh (ed.), Sulalat Al-Salatin (Kuala Lumpur: Terbitan bersama Yayasan Karyawan 
dan Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1997). C. C. Brown (trans.), Sejarah Melayu or Malay Annals (Singapore: 
Oxford University Press, 1970). The 1612 version of the Sulalat Us-Salatin is assumed to be the earliest 
known version of Singapura Dilanggar Todak as historians are uncertain as to when exactly it was written. 
R. Roolvink elaborated on this in “The Variant Versions of the Malay Annals” in Sejarah Melayu or Malay 
Annals by C. C. Brown, trans. (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1970). See Appendix I, pp. 97-8.  
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was laid on Singapura. This episode in the Sulalat Us-Salatin is now commonly referred 
to as Singapura Dilanggar Todak.3
The Sulalat Us-Salatin is one of many Malay texts that historians have used to 
study the past. More often than not, the nature of such texts has made it difficult to rely 
on them as historical sources, especially since they are filled with incredible tales, 
ranging from rice fields turning to gold to sightings of brave mousedeers and giants 
swallowing vomit. These tales include the myth that is the focus of this thesis, Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak. Given the fantastical nature of Singapura Dilanggar Todak, it is 
usually taken to be a fictitious tale found in a Malay text.4 Nonetheless, this thesis 
attempts to demonstrate that this fictitious tale can be useful in studying the history of 
Singapore.  
Singapura Dilanggar Todak is classified as a myth in this thesis. A “myth” is 
defined as any writing considered fictional, with an element of make-believe. Though 
some elements of truth may be present in a particular myth, it is generally not taken to be 
factually accurate.5 A close study of myths reveals that through the agency of this 
medium, local society is reflected, represented and reshaped. This makes the factuality of 
                                                 
3 Singapura Dilanggar Todak translates loosely as “Singapore Attacked by Swordfish”. 
4 Ahmad Hikmat, “Gempar Todak Langgar Changi … Tapi Kemejan Yang Tersadai”, Berita Harian 28 
August 1975, p. 1. The possibility that there was actually an incident where fish beached along the coasts of 
Singapore sometime in its ancient past should not be dismissed too quickly, for a similar event occurred 
along Changi beach in 1973 when the beaching of a 200 pound shark attracted the attention of residents in 
the area. This incident was even accompanied by cries that Singapore was being attacked by swordfish. Of 
late, beaching of reasonably large fish had been on the increase. The beaching of fish on Singaporean 
shores is increased when there is an upsurge in large vessel sea traffic. Fish, especially larger varieties, tend 
to follow in the wake of large vessels. In the context of Singapura Dilanggar Todak, given that Singapore 
was thought to be a trading centre at that point in Singapore’s history and would have attracted sea-going 
vessels, it is a possibility that fish, maybe even swordfish, may have followed in the wake of trading vessels 
and beached on the shores of classical Singapore. It is such occurrences that would have been the basis of 
what came to be called a swordfish attack. The historicity of this event, however, and its concerns with the 
intersections of marine biology and seagoing vessels will not be pursued any further in this paper as it is 
rather complicated and thus better covered in a separate exercise. 
5 Yves Bonnefoy, trans. Wendy Doniger, Asian Mythologies (Chicago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1993), p. 3. 
 2
the attack to be of secondary concern. Further, this thesis attempts to understand how 
different authors have appropriated Singapura Dilanggar Todak as an instrument to 
convey the ideas and cultures of specific historical epochs, often to promote particular 
agendas. As a result, a concrete examination of the evolution of Singapura Dilanggar 
Todak provides a platform for an analysis of the changes that Singapore has gone through 
since the seventeenth century. As myths are cultural artefacts of a society, insights into 
the history of a particular culture will inevitably surface in a study of this nature. 
As such, myths are not static, but are re-fashioned by present day aims and 
objectives. Though they may be fictional in nature, when retold, myths serve as telling 
signs of the types of knowledge a particular society desires to keep and propagate. By 
probing deeper into such narratives, an understanding of the history of a place can be 
learned. Myths thus are representations of the societies from which they emerge but more 
than “re-presentation” is done. What this “more than” translates into is the construction of 
an altogether new version of the tale, which functions as a metaphor for the re-teller’s 
interpretation of society at large. “The ‘more than’ can always be regarded as 
superfluous, yet it is the superfluous aspects that make representation possible in the first 
place.”6 It is in myths that these superfluous aspects are amplified, giving the historian a 
rich field of historical sources to explore.  
Between 1612 and 2001, the myth Singapura Dilanggar Todak was retold on at 
least twenty occasions, signifying the prominent position that this myth possesses in the 
Singaporean historical imagination, as well as Singapore’s legacy in the Malay world. 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak is a story, a myth, focusing on a pre-Melakan past. Though 
“myth is not history per se, … it genuinely encapsulates the historical struggles of a 
                                                 
6 John Phillips, Contested Knowledge: A Guide to Critical Theory (London: Zed Books Ltd., 2000), p. 22. 
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society, the crisis situations that are the truly meaningful events of any group.”7 In each 
retelling of Singapura Dilanggar Todak, changes are observed in its plot, although the 
basic story remains. Each change is significant, reflecting not only larger changes within 
Singapore, but also the polity’s position in the Malay world and how this is perceived.  
Undoubtedly, some changes and differences in certain versions of Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak were unintended or unconsciously made. On other occasions, they were 
consciously altered with a particular agenda in mind. Yet, the essence of this thesis’ 
analysis hinges on how each attempt at retelling Singapura Dilanggar Todak can be 
mined for information about Singapore society at a particular juncture in history, instead 
of the consciousness of an alteration. What matters, as Yong Mun Cheong, a noted 
Singaporean historian, has written is that:  
as texts, Southeast Asian chronicles, literatures, inscriptions, and 
colonial records should also be treated from the angle of literary 
theory. And what is this angle? It is none other than the need to 
deconstruct them to reveal the inner structures that would throw 
light on how Southeast Asian societies regarded themselves.8  
 
Much as narrators and writers perceived their works to be representative of how societies 
regarded themselves, the value of each presentation goes beyond that of a mere 
representation, but as an opportunity through which to glean insights to society, its people 
and governing ideas. It is precisely because of these aspects of retelling and reconfiguring 
that Singapura Dilanggar Todak can be a valuable source for studying Singapore’s 
history. For a full appreciation of a text, it “is possible only if the relationship between 
                                                 
7 Martin S. Day, The Many Meanings of Myth (Lanham: University of America Press, 1984), p. 239. 
8 Yong Mun Cheong, “Southeast Asian History, Literary Theory, and Chaos” in New Terrains in Southeast 
Asian History, ed. Abu Talib Ahmad and Tan Liok Ee (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 2003), p. 
89. 
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form, content and context is analysed.”9 Only when the historian subjects his sources to 
such scrutiny can a better appreciation of the past be achieved. 
Typically, many regard the history of Singapore as beginning in 1819, without 
giving consideration to the existence of a pre-colonial past. According to Wong Lin Ken, 
“To all nations, there is a beginning. In many, the beginning is part fact and part myth. 
Such also is the origin of our country.”10 Such an insight is crucial to avoid making the 
fallacious assumption that only facts make up the past. As such, sources that deal with 
these myths have more often than not been discredited, resulting in the writing of a 
Singapore history which has neglected the insights offered by literary sources like myths.    
Sadly, Wong failed to develop his point on myths, when he ironically concluded 
that “the Singapore from which we have evolved as a nation rested on modern 
foundations.”11 In fact, Wong went to the extreme of celebrating the advantages of a 
country without an ancient past. In his opinion, this is a blessing for:  
if we are not possessed of ancient historical memories as a nation, 
we are also neither burdened with the enmity of traditional foes, 
nor blessed with the embrace of traditional friends in the region. 
In a very special sense Singapore is a modern nation. We are a 
veritable nation of immigrants.12  
 
Even if there is validity in Wong’s argument, it is one that fails to appreciate the depth 
these apparent historical entanglements bring to the history of a polity. In this light an 
ancient past can also be of much value. What is problematic with representing Singapore 
history as Wong would have it is that it results in omissions of many aspects of 
                                                 
9 Virginia Matheson Hooker, Writing A New Society: Social Change through the Novel in Malay 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press), p. 11. 
10 Wong Lin Ken, “A View of Our Past” in Singapore in Picture 1819-1945 (Singapore:  Sin Chew Jit Poh, 
1981). 
11 Ibid., p. 15. 
12 Ibid., pp. 17-18. 
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Singapore’s rich past. These aspects include first, the presence of a pre-1819 history that 
is crucial for a better and clearer understanding of Singapore’s position in the larger 
Malay world; and second, the stories of non-political elites in society, which has been 
drowned as a result of an over emphasis on the voice of the political elite.13 Such 
omissions have resulted in Singapore history and historiography being limited, and it can 
be argued that Singapore history is in a state of crisis. It is in dire need of revision in 
terms of looking beyond colonial sources when writing it and extending the scope of the 
subject matter beyond political elites therein. 
By reading and appreciating Singapura Dilanggar Todak as a historical source, 
this thesis attempts to fulfil three objectives. First, to support the existence of a pre-1819 
Singapore past; second, to give voice to non-elites in Singapore society and finally, to 
expressly show how literary works can be used as a source to study Singapore history. 
Myths are vehicles of people’s intentions and they do not exist in insular vacuum, devoid 
of any contact with the society in which they are conceived. Indeed, myths often portray 
the ideas of the times of their creation. Thus, when a myth is retold, differences may be 
studied for changes that have occurred within that society. Also, myths are often re-
created, so that they become relevant to the era in which they are written. Stories like 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak thus reflect the historical epoch during which they were 
retold. This inclusion of myths as a historical source stands in contrast with established 
methods of writing history where “historians used to be able to assert confidently that 
they could achieve an understanding of the past based only on documentary sources. But 
literary theory has raised serious doubts as to whether this is possible.”14  
                                                 
13 The voices of political elites include that of colonialists and the local government in the post-colonial era. 
14 Yong, “Southeast Asian History, Literary Theory, and Chaos”, pp. 83-4. 
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Methodology 
In 1982, in a special issue of Genre, Stephen Greenblatt conceived both history 
and literature as “fields of force, places of dissension and shifting interests, occasions for 
the jostling of orthodox and subversive impulses.”15 Greenblatt termed this idea as “New 
Historicism”.16 For him, New Historicism distinguishes itself from older historicism by 
not thinking of history as a “background” to literature but by conceiving of both history 
and literature as “textual”.17 A process occurs during the period when an event unfolds 
where what happens is actually captured by an individual’s background, biases, fancies 
and interpretation before it is retold.18
In order to appropriate Singapura Dilanggar Todak as a source to understand 
Singapore’s past, the insights garnered using the approach of New Historicism are ideal. 
Examining various versions of Singapura Dilanggar Todak allows one a glimpse of the 
ever-changing social, political and cultural aspects of Singapore, showing the dynamic 
relationship that exists between the event and a literary piece.19 The event in history 
becomes a text to be read, while the text translates into a social event, providing insight 
into themes working at a particular moment. What is learned through this examination of 
various versions of Singapura Dilanggar Todak are the ideas and beliefs at different 
                                                 
15 Robert Con Davis and Ronald Schleifer (eds.), Contemporary Literary Criticism: Literary and Cultural 
Studies (New York: Longman, 1989), p. 428.  
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Indisputably, New Historicism is limited by the fact that a reading of a narrative is itself an act of 
representation, reflecting the prejudices of the reader. This is mitigated in this thesis by, first, being 
conscious of one’s patent biasness and prejudice. Each assertion about a particular version of Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak is supported by evidence, as opposed to being mere assertions beholden to the fancies of 
the writer. Second, a concerted attempt against leading the evidence, as opposed to being led by the 
evidence is made. This will be achieved by taking each version of Singapura Dilanggar Todak on its own 
terms. The scope of this thesis however renders it impossible to go into detail for every version of 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak from 1612–2001. In instances where several versions record the same plot and 
intent, versions similar to that discussed in the main text will be indicated in a footnote. 
19 Brook Thomas, The New Historicism and Other Old-fashioned Topics (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1991), p. 39. 
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points in Singapore’s history and how these shaped local society. This examination of 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak advocates that myths be accepted and valued as historical 
sources. This in-depth study of only one myth is also an attempt to sketch out the 
framework for the study of other local myths, in the hope of enriching the process of 
understanding and researching Singaporean and Southeast Asian history.  
Myths as representations hold semblances of truth about the past. However, each 
representation is tainted by numerous elements, including present concerns and 
conditions, the narrator’s prejudices and biasness, and the interpretation of the myth 
itself. Thus, looking at different versions of the same myth reaps not only an awareness 
of another tale, but also presents a tale that reflects the time when the representation was 
made and the person who constructed it. Using New Historicism, attention is paid “to 
rhetoric as a ground for contestation and negotiation of power relations.”20 This, together 
with contextualising the respective versions of Singapura Dilanggar Todak, will serve to 
highlight the historical intrigues during different historical epochs. When this is done, it 
will no longer be seen as a sensational tale, but a source that reflects societal norms and 
practices. 
Singapore History: A Historiographical Perspective 
 Writing Singapore history in 2005 Singapore is a markedly different experience 
from writing it in the 1900s. Today, more historians are aware of a pre-1819 Singapore. 
Previously, many historians were of the opinion that Singapore had no pre-1819 
existence and much, if not excessive, significance was placed on the impact colonialism 
had on the country. The archaeological work of John N. Miksic which dates from 1984, 
                                                 
20 Daria Berg, “What the Messenger of Souls has to Say: New Historicism and the Poetics of Chinese 
Culture” in Reading East Asian Writing: The Limits of Literary Theory, ed. Michel Hockx and Ivo Smits 
(London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003), p. 184. 
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however, marks a departure from this perspective, and more scholars are cognisant of 
Singapore prior to 1819. As much as historians today are acutely aware of an earlier 
Singapore history, the presence of those who do not appreciate its significance remain. In 
what follows, one will trace the trajectory of this virtually idolatrous preoccupation with 
1819 and its continued persistence in order to show the dire need of looking beyond 
colonial sources and how there is a lack of awareness of a pre-colonial history, as well as 
the lack of a voice of non-political elites.  
C. M. Turnbull’s A History of Singapore 1819-1988, a seminal work on the 
history of Singapore, marked the beginning of the presence of influential books that 
consider Singapore history as beginning in 1819.21 Following this common assumption, 
Turnbull began her book with a chapter titled “The Foundation of the Settlement, 1819-
1826”. This colonial outlook is further enforced as the rest of the book is divided 
according to significant events that affected how the British governed the island. Thus, 
Turnbull covers the colonial history of Singapore in the next three chapters.22 The 
remaining five chapters thereafter narrate the events related to World War II in Singapore 
and finally the formation of the Republic of Singapore. Nowhere in Turnbull’s work does 
one find mention of Singapore’s history prior to 1819, or any analysis of the lives of non-
political elites in Singapore. 
In 1984, John N. Miksic was invited by the National Museum of Singapore to 
carry out archaeological work on Fort Canning Hill. The result of an initial survey was a 
monumental movement, resulting in the unearthing of plausible evidence of a pre-
                                                 
21 C.M. Turnbull, A History of Singapore 1819-1975 (Kuala Lumpur, New York: Oxford University Press, 
1977). 
22 The titles of the three chapters are: ‘This Spirited and Splendid Little Colony, 1826-1867; High Noon of 
Empire, 1867-1942; and ‘The Clapham Junction of the Eastern Seas’, 1914-1941.  
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nineteenth century past. Miksic’s work highlights how, by looking at a completely 
different source which was previously not handled by historians studying Singapore 
history, one can come to a different conclusion about Singapore’s past, one that has 
stretched the time period under consideration. Since then, more historians, albeit few, 
have come to exhibit such an awareness, relying on Miksic’s findings. However, the 
popularity of conceiving Singapore history as beginning only in 1819 still persists. 
This is evident when one scans through a compilation of works dealing with 
Singapore history. A Sense of History: A Select Bibliography on the History of Singapore 
provides a platform for a comprehensive overview of such works.23 Compiled by the 
National University of Singapore Library in 1998, this bibliography reveals how 
Singapore’s past has been categorised. In its 200 pages, there are only two pages on the 
history of Temasek and Pre-Modern Singapore. The bulk of the work cited focus on the 
“Founding of Modern Singapore”, “the Japanese Occupation” and “Singapore’s Fight for 
Independence”.24 A section of the compilation is also devoted to the bountiful amount of 
information found in the Colonial Official Records.25 It is crucial to note that nowhere in 
this compilation, published thirteen years after Miksic’s earliest work, is Miksic’s 
contribution that has contributed to new understandings of Singapore’s ancient history 
recorded.26 Furthermore, in that time period, Miksic has gone on to publish at least 
another seven articles, some co-authored, on this subject, none of which appeared in this 
                                                 
23 Tim Yap Fuan (ed.), A Sense of History: A Select Bibliography on the History of Singapore (Singapore: 
National University of Singapore Library, 1998). 
24 Ibid., p. 7; pp. 25-26; pp. 27-90. 
25 Ibid., pp. 1-4. 
26 John N. Miksic, Archaeological Research on the "Forbidden Hill" of Singapore: Excavations at Fort 
Canning, 1984 (Singapore: National Museum, 1985).  
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compilation.27 This is telling since it reflects the persistence of viewing Singapore history 
in only its colonial and post-colonial context. 
A Sense of History was conceived to provide information to “students and 
researchers interested in the history of Singapore, from the earliest times through the 
period of British rule, interrupted briefly by the Japanese occupation, to independence 
and thereafter.”28 Strong emphasis on colonial rule and modern Singaporean history is 
therefore not surprising. Such a slant however, calls for an examination of the nature of 
historical writings in Singapore to explain this phenomenon. It is crucial to realise 
however, that the compilers of this work cannot be held solely culpable for this bias. 
Instead, an understanding of why scholars have chosen, more often than not, to focus on 
these aspects of Singapore history is necessary. This will also allow for greater insight 
into the problems of representing Singapore history in this fashion and what can be done 
to allow for a new understanding of the nation’s history. 
An approach to the past that ignored pre-colonial events continued to be embraced 
into the 1990s, as evidenced in Ernest C.T. Chew and Edwin Lee’s edited work, A 
                                                 
27 John N. Miksic "Recently discovered Chinese Green Glazed Wares of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth 
Centuries in Singapore and Riau Islands" in New Light on Chinese Yue and Longquan Wares: 
Archaeological Ceramics Found in Eastern and Southern Asia, A.D. 800-1400 (Hong Kong: The 
University of Hong Kong, 1994), pp. 229-250.; John N. Miksic. “Fourteenth Century Chinese Glass Found 
in Singapore and the Riau Archipelago." Percival David Foundation of Chinese Art, Colloquies on Art & 
Archeology in Asia No. 17. South East Asia and China: Art, Interaction and Commerce. Eds. R. Scott and 
J. Guy (London: University of London, Percival David Foundation of Chinese Art and School of Oriental 
and African Studies, 1995), pp. 252-273.; John N. Miksic, Yap Choon Teck, and Vijiyakumar. "X-Ray 
Fluorescence Analysis of Glass from Fort Canning, Singapore." Bulletin de l'École Française d'Extrême-
Orient, Volume 83 (1996): 187-202.; John N. Miksic "Country Report: Singapore." SPAFA Workshop on 
Cultural Resource Management (SW-212). National University of Singapore, Republic of Singapore, May 
22-27, 1995 Unpublished.; John N.  Miksic "Singapore's Material Heritage: What Has Been 
Saved." SPAFA Workshop on Cultural Resource Management (SW-212). National University of 
Singapore, Republic of Singapore, May 22-27, 1995. Unpublished.; John N. Miksic "Archaeological 
Heritage Management in Singapore." Conference on Southeast Asian Heritage: Preservation, Conservation, 
and Management (USA) March 7-8, 1997. 
Unpublished. 
28 Ibid., p. i. 
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History of Singapore.29 This work differs from Turnbull’s only in that the authors are 
Singaporean academics. Otherwise, the editors conveniently divide the works into 
categories similar to Turnbull’s. Other than a section on “The Geography and Early 
History of Singapore”, the other six sections continue to depict a history of Singapore 
which focuses on colonial rule and its aftermath.30 Such an approach is not surprising. 
According to the editors, “the timing of the production of this book has allowed the 
contributors to adopt a longer perspective in which to view Singapore’s colonial and 
national past.”31  
Due to this “longer perspective”, one of the articles in A History of Singapore 
does however make an attempt, albeit superficially, to discuss pre-1819 history. Arthur 
Lim Joo-Jock’s, “Geographical Setting” discusses the geography and early history of 
Singapore.32 In it, Lim conveniently asserts that “the history of modern Singapore could 
be said to have begun on 30 January 1819 when Thomas Stamford Raffles founded a 
trading settlement on the island,” after a brief mention that “this does not mean that 
Singapore had no history worth mentioning before that date.” He claims that:  
while the history of Singapore from 1819 onwards is well 
documented, records of old Singapore are extremely scarce, and 
those that do exist are often incomplete, vague or contradictory, 
imprecise in dating and in description of events or locations, and 
presented in such a way as to make it difficult to separate 
historical event from legend. What evidence there is, however, 
points to a long, chequered, colourful, and sometimes bloody, 
history. 
 
                                                 
29 Ernest C. T. Chew and Edwin Lee (eds.), A History of Singapore (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 
1991). 
30These sections are “Polity and Economy Under British Rule Up to 1942”; “Singapore Under Japanese 
Rule”; “The Transition to Independence”; “The Securing of Independence” and “Social Transformation 
and Foreign Policy and Domestic Issues”. 
31 Ibid., p. xix. 
32 Arthur Lim Joo-Jock, “Geographical Setting” in A History of Singapore, ed. Ernest C. T. Chew and 
Edwin Lee (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1991). pp. 3-14. 
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Lim offers two probable solutions to how “the history of old Singapore can be 
narrated and discussed,” bearing in mind the scarcity of firm data.33 First, one could 
summarize all available evidence and present it in chronological order. Second, focusing 
on pieces of tangible evidence and attempting to draw up a series of insights or 
‘snapshots’ would be beneficial as well. Both of these methods are problematic. In the 
first instance, what is sorely lacking is an attempt to engage the available evidence. Lim’s 
suggestions are insufficient because history is more than a mere chronology of events, 
and should also encapsulate critical thinking and discourse with the evidence. The second 
method suffers from not indicating what tangible sources are and how such sources can 
be taken to study history. As much as Lim has qualified his position by noting the lack of 
firm data, what he failed to take into account was archaeological data as well as Southeast 
Asian and Malay literary texts as historical sources. In fact, Lim’s “attitude places an 
emphasis on very antiquated notions of historiography and does not satisfactorily deal 
with the power and ambiguities of memory.”34  
Such a perception is not isolated. Singapore’s pre-modern history has more often 
than not been disregarded and under-studied, as a result of a myopic understanding of the 
nature of sources and the study of history, and a focus on colonialism as the basis for 
modern Singapore. It was only in 1986 – with Edwin Lee’s article, “The Historiography 
of Singapore” – that a work focusing specifically on the nature of Singapore 
historiography was written.35  
                                                 
33 Ibid., p. 3. 
34 Timothy P. Barnard, “Confrontation on a River: Singapore as an 18th-Century Battleground in Malay 
Historiography” in Early Singapore 1300s-1819: Evidence in Maps, Text and Artefacts, ed. John N. Miksic 
and Cheryl-Ann Low Mei Gek, p. 121. 
35 Edwin Lee, “The Historiography of Singapore” in Singapore Studies: Critical Surveys of the Humanities 
and Social Sciences, ed. Basant K. Kapur (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1986). 
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Lee attempted to study pre-modern history of Singapore by “looking at the traces 
of history which marked the passage of ancient Chinese, Malays, Indians and others in 
the region, before going on to the achievements of their modern descendents in one place 
– Singapore.”36 This approach however raises the question of what constitutes Singapore 
history. Is Singapore only a nation-state founded in 1965, and can the history of another 
country be considered as part of Singapore’s? Lee himself questions, “Would any of this 
evidence touch on Singapore? Did Singapore exist in this early period? To decide this, 
we must turn to certain works which deal with ancient place names.”37 It is here that Lee 
makes mention of how Parameswara, gave the place the name “Singapura”,38 as recorded 
in traditional Malay texts. Lee’s arguments, however, are tenuous at times. This is seen in 
his failure to recognise that it is precisely because of a limited flexibility when dealing 
with sources that some historians have gotten themselves into this predicament. Only 
when one is able to look beyond the traditional approach to historical sources, can an 
understanding of this period of Singapore’s history be had. 
In the same article, Lee categorises Singapore history into different eras, mainly 
pre-modern History, Europe’s expansion to Asia from the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth 
Century, and Singapore since 1819. The last section received the greatest amount of 
Lee’s attention and focus, since he sees local history in a fashion that follows the nation’s 
                                                 
36 Ibid., p. 1. 
37 Ibid., p. 4. 
38 These tales are based on various myths. Sang Nila Utama was the protagonist in the Sulatlat Us-Salatin, 
and Tome Pires’ The Suma Oriental of Tome Pires, An Account of the East, from the Red Sea to Japan, 
written in Malacca and India in 1512-1515, and the Book of Francisco Rodrigues, Rutter of a Voyage in 
the Red Sea, Nautical Rules, Almanack and Maps, Written and Drawn in the East Before 1515, trans. and 
ed. Armando Cortesao from the Portuguese ms in the Bibliotheque de la Chambre des deputes, Paris. 
thus reflecting the importance of examining all of the sources and their variants. 
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meta-narrative.39 Also, the sources used to write history are predominantly that of 
colonial archival and other European sources, while texts produced by indigenous 
peoples are not given due recognition.  
Nevertheless, what is worthy of praise in Lee’s work is his attempt in questioning 
how much weight to give to the indigenous component as opposed to the European, in the 
study of the history of Southeast Asia and of the individual states of the region.40 Here, it 
is crucial to note O. W. Wolters’ comment of how in spite of the lack of clearly defined 
historical personalities, “means are available, within the framework of indigenous value 
systems and modes of expression, for seeking a people’s perspective and also for 
studying the persons who made history.”41  
As much as Lee continues to place archival sources on a pedestal, he did see the 
validity of an approach proposed by J. C. van Leur for Southeast Asian history. Van Leur 
was the first historian to highlight the predisposition of foregrounding the contribution 
and action of Europeans in the writing of Southeast Asian history. As Van Leur 
perceptively noted, “with the arrival of ships from western Europe, the point of view is 
turned a hundred and eighty degrees and from then on the Indies are observed from the 
deck of the ship, the ramparts of the fortress, the high gallery of the trading house.”42  
Van Leur discredited this aloof and distant position of studying the history of modern 
Southeast Asia and asked for historians to realise that foreign influence was merely “a 
thin and flaking glaze” imposed on the region. With this, Southeast Asian scholarship 
                                                 
39 The chapters in Lee’s work are entitled as follows: General History; The Biography of Raffles; Economic 
History; Social History: The Immigrant Society; History of the Landscape; Political and Administrative 
History; Diplomatic and Military history: Singapore and British Power in the Far East; Syonan: The 
Japanese Occupation of Singapore and Post-war Political History: From Colony to Nation 1945-1965. 
40 Lee, “The Historiography of Singapore”, p. 7. 
41 O. W. Wolters, The Fall of Srivijaya in Malay History (London: 1970), p. xi. 
42 J. C. Van Leur, Indonesian Trade and Society (The Hague: W. van Hoeve, 1955), p. 261. 
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was called into question, especially after the publication of the English translation of his 
thesis in 1955.43  
However, Lee pointed out that Van Leur’s insight requires “perfecting the craft of 
history writing and researching,”44 and that “Van Leur himself was wanting in the 
practice of the craft. Instead, it is essential, for example, to search in the archives.”45 The 
archives, to Lee, hold the key to unlocking history. Such a perception is more telling 
about Lee’s conception of sources than of Van Leur’s approach. Even if Lee was correct 
in his assertion that Van Leur overlooked archival sources, to claim that these sources 
were the solution to acquiring a history written from the indigenous viewpoint would be 
far-fetched. If this was true, Singapore history would have already successfully attained 
what Van Leur, and subsequently John Smail, termed to be an autonomous history.46 The 
possibility of discovering indigenous sources in the colonial archives does exist. 
However, it is uncertain as to whether Lee had this in mind. Yet, going by the countless 
amount of work using colonial and archival sources, including those written by Lee 
himself, this possibility has yet to be realized. 
Undeniably, the presence of an abundance of colonial sources renders it easier to 
work on Singapore history using them as evidence. However, the problem lies not with 
using Colonial sources, but with how they are used and the overt reliance on them to the 
point that all other sources are neglected or conveniently forgotten. What is indispensable 
                                                 
43 J. D. Legge, “The Writing of Southeast Asian History” in The Cambridge History of Southeast Asia, ed. 
Nicholas Tarling, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), p. 9. 
44 Edwin Lee, “The Historiography of Singapore”, p. 8. 
45 Ibid. 
46 John Smail, “On the Possibility of an Autonomous History of Modern Southeast Asia” in Autonomous 
Histories, Particular Truths: Essays in Honor of John R.W. Smail, ed. Laurie J. Sears (Madison, Wis.: 
University of Wisconsin, Center for Southeast Asian Studies, 1993), pp. 39-70. 
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thus, is to understand what aspects of Singapore history are neglected when such an 
approach is assumed. 
Tan Tai Yong noted in the forward to Early Singapore that “the reluctance of an 
earlier generation of historians to engage in the scholarly scrutiny of Singapore’s pre-
colonial past stemmed from the absence of reliable written evidence from which that past 
could be analysed and understood.”47 This perception shows that there has been an overt 
reliance on colonial sources to study the past. This issue was raised in 1986, when 
Anthony Milner wrote a short review of Malaysian historiography between 1900-1941 
entitled, “Colonial Records History: British Malaya”,48 which criticised specialists on 
“British Malaya” for their approach to colonial source materials. Because of the type of 
sources used, the form of history written has become one that focused on “British policy 
and British administration, and the principal actors are the British administrators.”49 
Given that Singapore was part of Malaya, this review is thereby applicable to how the 
history of Singapore has traditionally been written as well. Milner gave three reasons to 
explain the emergence of a Malayan history which focuses too much on the role of the 
colonialists as the principal actors. First, the methodology of these specialists; second, the 
questions they asked when reading the sources and when interpreting Malayan history; 
and, finally, the source materials which they relied on and the way they read them. In 
other words, this history was from the perspective of the European elite.50  
                                                 
47 Tan Tai Yong, “Forward” in Early Singapore 1300s-1819: Evidence in Maps, Text and Artefacts, ed, 
John N. Miksic and Cheryl-Ann Low Mei Gek, p. 13. 
48 A. C. Milner, “Colonial Records History: British Malaya” in Kajian Malaysia: Journal of Malaysian 
Studies, December 1986, Volume IV, No. 2. pp. 1-18. 
49 Ibid., p. 1. 
50 Ibid., p. 3. 
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An example of such a historian is Yeo Kim Wah, a prominent academic at the 
National University of Singapore when Milner’s article was written. Milner described 
Yeo as the “exponent par excellence of the ‘colonial records’ style.” Milner’s main 
aversion against the works of scholars like Yeo is their writing of history ‘from above’ 
and ‘from outside’. The consequence of this is that “the colonial rulers dominated all that 
lay beneath them.” Milner argued that because of the reliance on “reliable” sources in the 
writing of history, “it has encouraged a preference for European official writings, the 
preoccupations, style and language of which are, of course, familiar to the British-trained 
scholar.” Consequently, because little attention is given to describing the state of Malay 
polities on the eve of British intervention, the role of the indigenous people and elite, 
their contribution is either overlooked or not explored. And, finally, social and personal 
transformations, which occurred at all levels of the Malay community as a result of the 
British presence, are examined without reference to the pre-British polity. 51 These, 
Milner asserted, are profitable angles through which the period of colonial governance 
can be studied and analyzed.  
Yeo responded to this argument by rejecting “Milner’s general thesis that British 
Malayan historians are captives of the colonial records and write essentially bad 
history,”52 and the term “colonial” for Yeo, is taken to be neutral and he does not deny 
that colonial history is a central component of Malayan history. Thus, Yeo claims that the 
British “role in Malayan history should be accorded due recognition and be studied. 
Needless to say, it is not justifiable to over-play this role.”53 As much as Yeo wrote in 
                                                 
51 Ibid., p. 4, 6, 8, 10. 
52 Yeo Kim Wah, “The Milner Version of British Malayan History – a Rejoinder” in Kajian Malaysia: 
Journal of Malaysian Studies, June 1987, Volume 5, No. 1. p. 1. 
53 Ibid., p. 2. 
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contestation to Milner’s allegations, what remains is the need to realize the complexity of 
Malayan history and from there, study as many perspectives as possible to gain as 
“comprehensive a view of the country’s history as possible. What the historian should 
strenuously avoid is to adopt a narrow, dogmatic approach which allows a preconceived 
notion to dictate the selection, analysis and assessment of the historical data.”54 Yeo 
remained unmoved by Milner’s assertion that the failure to consult non-English sources 
would lead to a myopic writing of the past. Yeo acknowledged that data in non-English 
sources enables historians to view the past from different perspectives as well as keep 
check over English sources. However, he continued to stand by his method, indicating 
that 
it does not necessarily follow that the failure to consult these 
sources would result in the historian’s enslavement by the colonial 
records. … I submit therefore, that the calibre of the historian, not 
the sources, is the decisive factor in determining the final outcome 
of historical research. At the same time, no historian can be 
independent of his sources.55  
 
This debate reveals how crucial sources, and how they are understood, are in the 
writing of history. An overt emphasis on one form of sources would result in a biased 
history – placed within an unchallenged mindset – which Milner was essentially 
criticizing. In order for this to be avoided in Singapore history, it is of critical importance 
to look at traditional sources that have always been side-lined. These sources include 
artefacts and literature.  
This does not therefore render colonial sources useless for the work of the 
historian. As Milner aptly pointed out, “it is not merely through employing different 
                                                 
54 Ibid., p. 3. 
55 Ibid., pp. 5-6. 
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types of sources, however, that the historian escapes the discourse of the ‘colonial 
records’. What is important is to be able to read these materials ‘against the grain’.”56 In 
the same vein, Ranajit Guha has argued for “the maximum exploitation of these records – 
he calls them the ‘discourse’ of counter-insurgency – to uncover peasant 
consciousness.”57 In order to do so, one would need to consider what other sources are 
available and revisit colonial sources and try to view them from an indigenous 
perspective.  
Recent scholarship has attempted to look beyond a colonial perspective of the past 
and changed how Singaporean history is perceived. However, many continue to hold onto 
the conventional perception of Singapore’s history beginning only in 1819. The history of 
Singapore, as a result, has come to assume a particular trait, one that predominantly 
focuses on the impact of Colonialism, the Japanese Occupation and Singapore’s quest for 
independence, though recent efforts to move away from this trend are evident. 
 
Recent Trends in Singapore Historiography 
As acknowledged by Tan, it was only in the late 1980s that “the historiography of 
Singapore began developing in new and interesting directions as the need to explore new 
approaches and periodisations was increasingly felt. While various aspects of colonial 
Singapore [continue] to fascinate scholars and [engage] their intellectual attention, 
historians no longer [feel] comfortable accepting 1819 as the starting point of Singapore’s 
history.”58 As a result, works that attempt to look beyond colonial sources and embrace 
                                                 
56 Milner, “Colonial Records History: British Malaya”, p. 9. 
57 Ranajit Guha, Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India (Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 1983), p. 15. 
58 Tan, “Introduction”, p. 13. 
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within its analysis a wide array of other sources, including artefacts and archaeological 
data, traditional Malay literatures, early Dutch and Portuguese sources and Chinese 
accounts of the state of the economies have emerged, albeit slowly.  
Examples of such works can be found in Early Singapore 1300s-1819: Evidence 
in Texts, Maps and Artefacts.59 The bulk of this work is based on archaeological findings 
at various locations in Singapore, which point towards a history prior to 1819. Such a 
viewpoint is affirmed by Cheryl-Ann Low Mei Gek, who asserts in the introduction that 
a rich variety of sources is available to the inquirer into the pre-
colonial history of Singapore. The sources range from personal 
notes to memoirs, state records and literature to material culture 
recovered at archaeological investigations. These records 
variously corroborate and conflict with one another on certain 
aspects. Critical studies of these sources can shed light on the 
history of Singapore from the fourteenth century.60  
 
Such a viewpoint stands in contrast to what many other historians had earlier professed, 
that only colonial sources were the most accurate and reliable. 
Undeniably, it is still possible to use colonial sources to gain a better 
understanding of Singapore history. The problem with colonial sources however, is not 
that they were from the colonial era, but rather, how they are used and read. It is without 
contestation that there is value in colonial records, and many can be read “against the 
grain”. Such a usage of colonial records can be seen in the works of James Francis 
Warren.61 Warren has attempted to write history from below, giving insights into the 
lives of the common man, specifically rickshaw pullers and prostitutes. For Warren, these 
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ordinary people have contributed much through their labour, even their lives, to the 
success of Singapore, thereby warranting a study of their lifestyles and contributions. 
Through the agency of groups of people such as these, he also exposed the vices of 
colonialism. Such studies are necessary, according to Warren, for the ordinary people 
“provided the sinews of empire and helped to shape the expansion of Singapore.”62 Thus, 
the colonial era is not heralded blindly. Instead, it comes under scrutiny, from the eyes of 
people other than those who were successful, essentially the non-political elites. 
As much as Warren’s work served to add colour and depth to the writing of 
Singapore’s history, not everyone has welcomed his efforts. Lee criticised Warren for 
setting out to “alter the notion of what is historical for Singapore.”63 This is indicative of 
Lee’s resistance to change, even if this would mean a fresh breath of life into Singapore 
history that leads to an enhanced awareness of the past. Lee continued in his barrage 
against Warren’s works, claiming that the latter’s vision is  
far removed from the world view that Singapore adopted at the 
start, in 1819, and has honoured ever since. It is a view of the 
world as a market-place, free but competitive, where there will 
always be winners and losers, rich and poor, elites and non-elites. 
Can the historian’s notion prevail against the competitive ethos 
that is the leit-motiv of the city state’s history? Can the historian 
go against the grain of Chinese culture too, a culture that is 
nothing if not elitist?64
 
For Lee, a national history is defined as “the record of leaders, achievers and other 
contributors, the sum total of all that makes up the nation, and that which expresses the 
national essence.”65  Thus, the writing of history is not neutral. Instead, “the problems of 
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64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid., p. 344. 
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a historian working in the present but thinking back to the past surface here, with the 
added burden of a national agenda.”66 It is in the light of this that Warren’s works do not 
find favour with Lee. It is only when the historian realizes the worth of other sources 
other than that which he is used to and/or comfortable with, can groundbreaking work in 
the field of Singapore history be made. 
  
An Alternative History: Singapore’s Past through Myths 
The problem with the traditional method of representing Singapore history as 
advanced by Lee and like-minded historians is that numerous other aspects of its rich past 
are overlooked. These include the neglect of pre-1819 history that is crucial for a better 
and clearer understanding of Singapore’s position in the larger Malay world. The lack of 
a voice for non-elites in society, and a top heavy voice of the Europeans are also 
overwhelming at this point. Such absences and silences have left the present state of 
Singapore history in crisis, one in dire need for a revision to address these silences 
through re-considering how the past has been recorded and what has always been the 
dominant subject matter.  
Historically, little study has been devoted to classic and modern literary works in 
Singapore. Commentators such as John Crawfurd, who became Governor of Singapore in 
1823, have often discredited stories found in classical works and underestimated their 
historical worth because of their exaggerated content. This, however, obscures the fact 
that literary works are a treasure trove for historians. As cultural artefacts, myths are 
more than mere entertainment. They are valuable as metaphors for society at large, 
making it possible for one to understand the history of a society. Such a realisation is 
                                                 
66 Ibid. 
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immensely crucial, for many have considered myths to be but mere fantasy. A prime 
example of such an opinion is offered by Syed Hussein Alatas, who asserted that “we 
should never, if possible, use myths in history. … The use of myths in history is 
dangerous and so far, it has practically no positive value compared to genuine history.”67 
For Alatas, he “[does] not know whether [Singapura Dilanggar Todak] is true or not but 
whatever it is, it has an extremely negative impact.”68 Alatas’ objection to using such a 
myth as a historical source is unfounded and myopic, for it fails to take into account that 
myths hold value for any culture, as they are “an articulate vehicle of a people’s wishful 
thinking. Secular heroes portray the ideal man of a particular culture, and myth remodels 
the universe to its dominant desire.”69
Though Singapura Dilanggar Todak is continually re-told in modern Singapore, 
its significance as a source to learn about Singapore’s past has been neglected. Thus, 
former Raffles Professor of History, K. G. Tregonning’s viewpoint that “modern 
Singapore began in 1819. Nothing that occurred on the island prior to this has particular 
relevance to an understanding of the contemporary scene; it is of antiquarian interest 
only,”70 continues to be Singapore’s official meta-narrative. This crisis will remain, 
should scholarship on Singapore history continue in this vein. To academics who accept 
such a chronology, nothing of importance happened in Singapore prior to 1819.  
This thesis attempts to address these issues. Through a thematic examination of 
various versions of Singapura Dilanggar Todak, an exploration of Singapore society at 
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various points in the past will be presented and examined. Chapter 2 will consider Malay 
narratives, specifically the Sulalat Us-Salatin. Based on this version of Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak, insights into Singapore’s position in the Malay world, how people 
interacted with one another and issues concerning religion will be brought to the fore. 
Also, the nature of this text will be examined, in order to re-consider how a text of this 
nature can be used for the benefit of historical insight.  
In Chapter 3, “Religious and Colonial Narratives”, translations of Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak by various Europeans, ranging from John Leyden to R. O. Winstedt, 
will be introduced and analysed. From these sources, colonial mentalities of 
catergorisation, logic and self-supremacy will be gleaned. Of particular interest is the 
absence of Singapura Dilanggar Todak in Munshi Abdullah’s Hikayat Abdullah, 
suggesting his influence by colonial rule. Raja Ali Haji’s Tuhfat Al-Nafis will be 
discussed in this chapter, showing how Islamic thinking was infused into the original plot 
of the myth.  
From Chapter 4 onwards, Singapura Dilanggar Todak is found in numerous other 
genres, such as a film version produced in 1962 by Omar Rojik, as well as a novel by A. 
Jalil Haji Noor. Omar Rojik’s film serves to depict the desire for a greater Islamic 
presence in the governance of Malaya and Singapore while A. Jalil Haji Noor’s 
interpretation of Singapura Dilanggar Todak reveals the animosity between Singapore 
and Malaysia during the Federation period. Allusions to other Malay tales are particularly 
evident in these two versions of the myth as well. 
The impact of the Colonial era continued after 1965, when Singapore became 
independent. This is seen in Chapter 5, “Post-Independence Narratives”. Here, numerous 
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versions, present in a variety of texts ranging from coins to schoolbooks, comics as well 
as children’s books tell of how the Colonial mentalite remains among Singaporeans and 
how as a result of the ways of the government, Singaporeans occasionally have attempted 
to create a counter-discourse to the government’s interpretation of Singapura Dilanggar 
Todak.  
Chapter 6 is the conclusion to this entire work. It notes the insights gained from 
studying myths in general, highlighting the presence of other myths in Singapore that can 
be studied, as well as making known the continued stream of new publications that re-tell 






“The destiny of Singapore remains 
very much a rewriting and a re-imagining 
by each generation of what is possible.... 
But imagination must be given a historical context.”  
~ Ban Kah Choon1
 
Myths similar to Singapura Dilanggar Todak are present in the literary works of 
polities throughout the Malay world. Singapura Dilanggar Todak “has its counterpart in 
the Hikayat Hang Tuah, where [there] is an attack on Indrapura; in Batavias Genootschap 
MS. No.162, as an attack on Tarusan, and in the Salasilah Berau, as an attack on Patani.”2 
Given numerous accounts of polities that were attacked by swordfish in the region, it is 
not surprising that A. A. Cense decided that “one should never rashly conclude that a 
particular tale is a local legend, out of which certain historical events can be distilled,” for 
more often than not, these similarities give hints to the presence of a common history.3 In 
the same spirit as Cense’s remark, P. E. De Josselin De Jong rejects the interpretation of 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak as an attack on Singapore from South India “by soldiers 
bearing a carving of their swordfish totem as a standard.”4 Instead, the presence of 
numerous versions of the myth, both within and without Singapore, warrants an 
examination of Singapura Dilanggar Todak, not to ascertain its factuality or accuracy, 
but to discern an understanding of Singapore society during specific historical epochs. 
This can be achieved by first, examining the context during which the myth was written 
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and subsequently re-written, and second, by analysing the myth to unveil dominant ideas 
of the individual epochs through noting significant changes to the myth’s plot, structure 
and/or main character. By doing so, insights into the past can be gleaned and used to 
better understand Singapore history.5
The presence of more than twenty versions of Singapura Dilanggar Todak 
between 1612 and 2001 attests to the enduring power that the myth possesses. Today in 
Singapore, various myths, ranging from that explaining how ancient Singapura was 
founded, to Singapura Dilanggar Todak itself, appear to be a part of the mentalites of 
Singaporeans and are presented to the public in a variety of genres and ways. However, 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak remains merely a tale that is equated with make-believe, and 
is unappreciated for its historical significance and value.  
 
Fictitious Facts: Handling the Sulalat Us-Salatin 
The earliest available version of Singapura Dilanggar Todak is from the 1612 
version of the Sulalat Us-Salatin, based on the MS Raffles no.18.6 However, it is crucial 
to recognise that tales within the Sulalat Us-Salatin, like Singapura Dilanggar Todak, 
belong to an oral tradition.7 Given that story-telling was a common past time in the Malay 
world, numerous texts found today are the result of the transcription of these tales. Thus, 
A. Teeuw made an appeal to oral tradition to suggest a possible explanation for the 
                                                 
5 In this work, attention to different versions of the myth found only in Singapore will be studied for 
looking at regional versions of the myth will be beyond the scope of this academic exercise. 
6 Roolvink, “The Variant Version”, p. xvi. 
7 Amin Sweeney, A Full Hearing: Orality and Literacy in the Malay World (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1987). See also Sweeney, “The Connection Between the Hikayat Raja-raja Pasai and the 
Sejarah Melayu.” JMBRAS 40, 2 (1967): 93-105. 
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similarity between parts of the Hikayat Raja-raja Pasai and the Sulalat Us-Salatin.8 
Hence, one must recognise the long history of a text, as well as the myths within them. 
Given that Singapura Dilanggar Todak and other tales that compose the Sulalat Us-
Salatin are based on oral traditions, it is impossible to determine when the first and 
original version of the myth was conceived. As such, the year 1612 is taken to be the year 
when the first version the Sulalat Us-Salatin was found in written form, for “the Raffles 
18 version dates from 1612 as is stated in its introduction”,9 though it is highly probable 
that it previously existed in the oral tradition of the people in the Malay world, along the 
lines of exploration of Sweeney and Teeuw.  
The Sulalat Us-Salatin was originally written in Jawi script. Many versions of 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak between 1612-2001 involve translating the myth from Malay 
into English, and also into Mandarin. Translation in this instance goes beyond that of a 
linguistic exercise of rendering a term or episode from one language to another. Instead, 
each re-telling of a myth is tantamount to an act of translation, for significant changes, be 
it in the main character, plot or theme of the myth, are indicative of a new interpretation 
of the myth, one which serves to represent the translator and the era. Because the myth 
has been translated with each version, it is crucial to realise that this act of translation 
amounts to a distortion of the original intention to a certain degree.  
This is so for “translation, of whatever kind, is never a neutral process. … It 
always involves discrimination, interpretation, appraisal, and selection. It calls for a 
constant awareness of the limits and possibilities of translating adequately from one 
language to another. And of course, one translates texts for a variety of purposes, some 
                                                 
8 A. Teew “Hikayat Raja-Raja Pasai and Sejarah Melayu” in Malayan and Indonesian Studies, ed. John 
Bastin and R. Roolvink (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964), pp. 222-34.  
9 Roolvink, “The Varient Versions”, p. xxv. 
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benign and some hostile to the producers of the original texts.”10 Also, who performs the 
task of translation is important for understanding the play of power in society at various 
points in time. Only when these are noted and studied alongside the cultural content of 
respective epochs in history, will the significance of individual versions of a tale like 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak be realised.  
 In Malay “Sulalat Us-Salatin”, means “Genealogies of the Sultans”. Yet, it is the 
name “Sejarah Melayu” by which the text is more commonly known. It is interesting to 
note that the name “Sejarah Melayu”, meaning “the History of the Malays” came about 
only after John Leyden took it to be the definitive text about the Malays’ past, terming it 
thereby as “The Malay Annals”. Traditionally, the Sulalat Us-Salatin “has been viewed 
by a range of local power centres on both sides of the Straits of Melaka, as a framework 
for establishing the legitimacy of local Malay ruling families.”11 Also, it is indicated in 
the original version of the Malay text that the aim of the Sulalat Us-Salatin was “to set 
forth the genealogy of the Malay rajas and the ceremonial of their courts so that this can 
be heard by [the king’s] descendents, and so they can derive profit therefrom.”12 Thus, 
the Sulalat Us-Salatin was written not merely as a record of historical accounts, but it 
also possesses a didactic element, one aimed at perpetuating the legacy of Melaka’s 
heritage. 
The Sulalat Us-Salatin is made up of numerous stories which narrate the history 
of Melaka through the rise and fall of Malay kings from their origins in Sumatra to after 
                                                 
10 Talal Asad, “A comment on Translation, Critique, and Subversion” in Between Languages and Cultures: 
Translation and Cross-Cultural Texts, ed. Anuradha Dingwaney and Carol Maier (Pittsburgh & London: 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1995), p. 326. 
11 Virginia Matheson Hooker, ‘Strategies of Survival: The Malay Royal Line of Lingga-Riau’, Journal of 
Southeast Asian Studies, 17(1), 1986, pp. 5-39. 
12 C.C. Brown, “Sejarah Melayu or Malay Annals”, JMBRAS, 25, 2 and 3 (1952), p. 12. 
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the fall of Melaka in 1511. The stories usually possess a mythical dimension, ranging 
from fields turning to gold, the sighting of mousedeers, to the swallowing of vomit by 
giants. Also, tales within it do not have a concrete or exact chronology, thereby rendering 
it more difficult for the historian to use it as a source to chart what had happened in the 
past. It is in this light that this Malay text has been characterised as “primarily a book of 
tales and anecdotes of the past and not so much a historical work, although it contains a 
wealth of historical material.”13 In spite of its fictional dimension, however, it cannot be 
denied that the Sulalat Us-Salatin in its own right provides crucial historical information 
about the Malay world. What is crucial to note also, is that “like other Malay court 
annals, the Sulalat Us-Salatin should be regarded as a particular genre of Malay 
literature, the primary concern of which was the edification of future generations.”14
The notion that Singapore history began with its founding by Sir Thomas 
Stamford Raffles in 1819 has persisted since “unfortunately the written sources of 
information available from that earlier period of Singapore are not very detailed nor are 
they easy to interpret.”15 As a result, the Sulalat Us-Salatin, being one of the major texts 
that chronicle early Singapore history, has often been questioned for its historical 
accuracy.16 The content of the Sulalat Us-Salatin ranges from genealogies to fantastic 
tales and is filled with dense amounts of symbols and mythical stories. Thus, deciphering 
                                                 
13 Roolvink, “The Varient Versions”, p. xx. 
14 Barbara Watson Andaya and Leonard Y. Andaya, A History of Malaysia (Houndsmill: Palgrave, 2001), 
p. 34. 
15 Miksic, Archaeological Research, p. x. 
16 Lee Gim Lay and Stephanie Ho, “The Sejarah Melayu: Fact or Fiction?”, Heritage, 6, 2 (April/July 
2000), p. 5. That its use as a source is questioned in a journal published by the National Heritage Board 
reflects the reluctance of Singapore’s official keeper of history to embrace the Sulalat Us-Salatin as a 
source. 
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its contents has proven to be an immense challenge and these tales are often deemed 
incredulous when held up to “objective” standards.17  
Instead of attempting to classify the Sulalat Us-Salatin as either a fictitious 
account or a factual work, this ambivalence in the nature of the Sulalat Us-Salatin can be 
overcome by considering it as an expressive artefact of Malay culture. An expressive 
artefact connotes a work wherein religion, literature, politics, and history interact 
variously and jointly.18 Once the Sulalat Us-Salatin is considered in this light, the 
attempts to ascertain the reality of the events in it are transformed to viewing it as “an 
important cultural document, tinctured with the dyes of the several cultural influences 
and world-shapes that (are) present in the region.”19 Only by taking such a perspective 
towards the text will this version of Singapura Dilanggar Todak be valued and regarded 
as a historical source that is useful for achieving a better understanding of Singapore’s 
past and only then the Sulalat Us-Salatin can stand “as a mythicized history rather than a 
mythical history.”20 Having established how the Sulalat Us-Salatin will be approached 
historically, translations of its contents, specifically the myth Singapura Dilanggar 
Todak, can thus be examined to acquire insights and knowledge to the different times the 
myth was translated.  
                                                 
17 While what constitutes “objective” standards can be ambiguous, it is taken in this academic exercise to 
refer to the insistence on factual accuracy, where only that which is well-grounded in evidence can be taken 
as history. See John A. Hughes, The Philosophy of Social Research (2nd ed.) (London: Longman, 1990).  
18 Nancy Partner, “Making Up Lost Time: Writing on the Writing of History” in Speculum, 61,1 (1986): 
117. 
19 A. H. Johns, “The Turning Image: Myth & Reality in Malay Perceptions of the Past” in Perceptions of 
the Past in Southeast Asia, ed. Anthony Reid and David Marr (Singapore: Heinemann Educational Books, 
1979), p. 46. 
20 Low Mei Gek, “Singapore from the 14th to 19th Century” p. 15. 
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 In the Sulalat Us-Salatin, the story of Singapura Dilanggar Todak is sandwiched 
between two other stories that take place in pre-Melakan Singapore.21 These three stories 
can be read in episodic sequence, bound by a cause and effect relationship. In the first 
episode, Paduka Sri Maharaja, the fourth Raja of Singapura, becomes jealous of Tun Jana 
Khatib – an Arab religious figure from Pasai – when he impresses the queen by turning a 
betal-palm growing beside the palace into two palms.22 However, as a result of his 
display of magical powers, he was sentenced to death. After this account of Tun Jana 
Khatib’s death, it is recorded that “after awhile Singapura was attacked by swordfish, 
which leapt upon any one who was on the sea shore.”23 Such a link between both tales 
makes it plausible to interpret the attack of the swordfish as a form of retribution upon 
Singapura as a result of the Maharaja’s unjust execution of Tun Jana Khatib.  
While it is not expressly indicated that Tun Jana Khatib was a holy man, this 
assumption is plausible, given that first, he was a man from Pasai and second, he 
possessed magical powers that were understood to be exclusive to holy men at that time. 
Pasai was a renowned religious centre, from which the presence of Islam in the Malay 
world traced its origins.24 Anthony Reid tells of how holy men “emphasize divine 
revelation through dreams, such as those of the rulers of Pasai.”25 Also, it is crucial to 
realise that Pasai was “the religious guide and model for the sultan of Malacca.”26 
According to the Hikayat Patani, it was probable that Patani converted to Islam as a 
result of Muslim traders from Pasai who settled in the former. These traders later 
                                                 
21 See Appendix I, pp. 97-8. 
22 Lindemans, Micha F. “Makam Ajaib” April 15, 2005. 
<http://www.pantheon.org/articles/m/makam_ajaib.html> (15 May 2005). 
23 Brown, Sejarah Melayu, p. 40.  
24 Anthony Reid, Charting the Shape of Early Modern Southeast Asia (Bangkok: Silkworm Books, 1999).   
25 Ibid., p. 15. 
26 A. Teeuw and D. K. Wyatt, Hikayat Patani: The Story of Patani (The Hague: Koninklijk Instituut Voor 
Taal-, Land- En Volkenkunde, 1970), p. 222. 
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converted the king and his court to Islam.27 From this, it can be safely deduced that more 
often than not, holy men came from Pasai and played an important role in spreading 
Islam in the Malay world. The decisions of the unwise ruler, who killed Tun Jana Khatib 
and then took the life of an innocent boy, led to the downfall of Singapura. In the final of 
these three sequential episodes in the Sulalat Us-Salatin, Singapura fell when attacked by 
Majapahit, suggesting the weakness of the polity and its ruler. When Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak is understood in this context, together with the tales that precede and 
come after it, important issues, including that of understanding the Malay relationship 
between the ruler and his subjects during that historical epoch become apparent.  
 
Of Ruler and Ruled: Kingship and Authority in the Malay World 
As noted earlier, the Sulalat Us-Salatin was written for various reasons. This 
includes establishing the legitimacy of local Malay ruling families, chronicling the 
genealogy of Malay rulers, extolling the founding of Melaka, narrating the history of the 
Malay world and stating explicitly the dynamics of the relationship between a Malay 
ruler and his subject.28 An agreement chronicled in the Sulalat Us-Salatin between 
Demang Lebar Daun and Sri Tri Buana, the founder of Singapura, illustrates the 
responsibility of the Malay ruler and the required response of the ruled. Malay rulers 
were expected to treat their subjects well by never putting the latter to shame in exchange 
for their respect and loyalty. If the ruler should go against this, it was taken as a sign that 
                                                 
27 Ibid. 
28 Virginia Matheson Hooker and M.B. Hooker, John Leyden’s Malay Annals, MBRAS Reprint 20 
(Malaysia: Academe Art & Printing Sdn. Bhd., 2001), p. 31.; C. Hooykaas views the Malay annals as a 
Malay Bill of Rights, calling it the “Malay Magna Carta”, for it reveals that there is something akin to a 
social contract struck between the Malay rulers and the people. Charles Bartlett Walls, Legacy of the 
Fathers: Testamentary Admonitions and the Thematic Structure of the Sejarah Melayu, (New Haven, 
Conn.: Yale University, 1974), pp. 20-1.  
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“his kingdom will be destroyed by Almighty God.”29  Rajas were the centre of their 
subjects’ existence and this is encapsulated in the term, kerajaan.30 Subjects, on the other 
hand, were required to acknowledge the lordship of the ruler and “they shall never be 
disloyal or treacherous to their rulers, even if their rulers behave evilly or inflict injustice 
upon them.”31 As such, even if rulers failed in their task, subjects could not revolt against 
the ruler in question as it would be considered as treachery, or derhaka.32   
With this understanding of how Rajas interacted with their subjects during that 
historical epoch, the tenets of this relationship extends to the manner in which Melaka 
conducted itself with other polities during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It is 
also crucial to note that during the period when the text was written down, the Portuguese 
controlled Melaka, a result of the Malay rulers’ inability to protect the glorified trading 
port. With this political outlook framing the time when Singapura Dilanggar Todak was 
narrated, the myth thus became a didactic tool, one used as a caution against wayward 
rulers, as well as a means to instil loyalty in the audience. The latter was possible, as the 
myth highlighted the price one had to pay should he go against the ruler.  
The fall of Melaka in 1511 is an important issue in the Sulalat Us-Salatin, as it 
provides insight into the crucial role of the ruler. If a ruler was incompetent, the fate of 
the polity could be similar to Singapura’s, where because of the folly of the Maharaja 
who listened to the ill-advice of his advisors, in addition to rejecting the presence of 
Islamic holy men, killed a promising and innocent boy who had saved the lives of many, 
resulting in the destruction of the land. Singapura Dilanggar Todak thus became a 
                                                 
29 Brown, Sejarah Melayu, p. 16. 
30 A. C. Milner, Kerajaan: Malay Political Culture on the Eve of Colonial Rule (Tucson: The University of 
Arizona Press, 1982).  
31 Brown, Sejarah Melayu, p. 16. 
32 Treason against the ruler. 
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warning against incompetent rulers, as well as an attempt to strengthen people’s loyalty 
to their leaders.  
Though it was the chiefs who instigated the Maharaja to execute the boy, only the 
latter had the final say and right to do so. Though the boy’s suggestion saved the island 
and marked the end of the swordfish attack, he posed as an apparent threat to the ruler. 
Here, the fear that the boy would one day rise to challenge the Maharaja was a source of 
apprehension for the latter. In the eyes of the Maharaja, the fact that the boy could be an 
insurgent justified his execution. Because of the threat the boy apparently posed, it was 
then seemingly normal that the Maharaja asked for the boy’s life. Thus, “literature can 
serve to persuade us of the justice of particular causes, or can police the dominant ideas 
of a particular time by representing alternatives or deviations as threatening.”33 The plot 
of Singapura Dilanggar Todak was thus consistent with the political scene of the times 
and the former served to reflect the latter.  
This wielding of the Maharaja’s power is also seen in the execution of Tun Jana 
Khatib. This act can be read as a metaphor for the relationship between the ruler and his 
subject. On the surface, it appears that the Mahajara executed Tun Jana Khatib because of 
his jealousy over the latter’s apparent flirtation with his wife. While this may have been 
the motivation, it is also probable that the Maharaja was irked by Tun Jana Khatib’s act, 
which revealed the latter’s latent power, and the power of Islam. This was distasteful to 
the Maharaja for it symbolised the presence of another whose prowess threatened his.  As 
a result, the shedding of the Tun Jana Khatib’s blood was inevitable, as it was in the case 
of the boy, for the Maharaja had to be the unquestioned leader in society. However, 
                                                 
33 John Brannigan, “History, Power and Politics in the Literary Artifact: New Historicism” in Introducing 
Literary Theories: A Guide and Glossary, ed. Julian Wolfreys (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2001), p. 172.   
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Singapura Dilanggar Todak does not advocate this abuse of power on the part of the 
Maharaja, where people were executed out of jealousy, and without legitimate cause. 
Thus, “the guilt of his blood was laid on Singapura.”34  
The consequence of the Maharaja’s unjust ways comes to a climax in the third 
episode, when a man named Sang Rajuna Tapa betrayed Singapura, leading eventually to 
Majapahit’s conquest of Singapura. Power had to be handled with prudence and wisdom. 
Otherwise the Maharaja would lose his followers. The Maharaja’s failure to govern 
wisely and discern truth from fabrication led to Singapura’s downfall. Singapura thus 
remained as a polity in the larger Malay world, to be replaced by a more idealised 
Melaka. This realisation fits Singapura Dilanggar Todak into the larger narrative of 
ruler-subject relations, a key focus that these texts served in the Malay world. 
 
For the Glory of Melaka: Singapura in the Malay World 
The Malay world usually refers to the part of Southeast Asia where countries like 
Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore share a common cultural and linguistic sphere of 
influence.35 This can be seen especially in the use of common imageries and allegories in 
their tales. For example, according to Hank Maier, the sea and the traveller are common 
tropes found in many discursive formations of the Malay world.36 As noted earlier, De 
Jong’s work refers to similar versions of Singapura Dilanggar Todak throughout the 
region. The proliferation of similar literature in the Malay world can be explained when 
one realises that “in listening to tales such as these, to the stories and descriptions of 
                                                 
34 Brown, Sejarah Melayu, p. 41. 
35 “Malay World” April 28, 2005. <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malay_World> (20 May 2005). 
36 H. M. J. Maier, “The Malays and the Sea, the Waves and the Java Sea” in Looking in Odd Mirrors: The 
Java Sea, ed. V. J. H. Houben, H. M. J. Maier and W. van der Molen, Leiden: Vakgroep Talen en Culturen 
van Zuidoost-Azie en Oceanie, 1992, pp. 1-26. 
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Rama, Alexander, Hang Tuah and others, Malays from Borneo to Sumatra were sharing 
in a culture which extended beyond their villages and little kingdoms. Moreover, … these 
(tales) … shaped and expressed the way listeners viewed the world.”37 Thus, through the 
tales of these polities, commonalities among them can be traced. This suggests that 
through studying and analyzing Singapura Dilanggar Todak, not only is knowledge 
about Singapura acquired, but also insights to its relationship with other polities in the 
region, particularly its successor, Melaka.  
To the uninitiated, it seems strange that Singapura appears in the Sulalat Us-
Salatin, for one of the main purposes of the text was to celebrate the greatness of Melaka. 
Yet, this is explainable, given that “from a literal reading of the [Sulalat Us-Salatin] one 
would conclude that the Malays of fifteenth-century Melaka considered their sojourn in 
Singapore to have been of great significance.”38 Singapura was significant for Melaka 
since the former served as a negative example of what Melaka was not and should not 
become, as well as an example of why people left Singapura. Through the example of the 
foolish Maharaja who killed the clever boy, a charge against the leaders of Singapura is 
made, one that points out how mistakes were made in Singapura, but not Melaka. As 
such, Melaka in this instance becomes a sort of Malay utopia, a Camelot where its 
greatness will never be marred like that of Singapura’s.  
Noting the context of when the Sulalat Us-Salatin was written, one realises why 
such a depiction of Melaka was crucial. Though the writer of the Sulalat Us-Salatin is 
unknown, it is known that it was recorded after the fall of Melaka when Malay rulers 
were living in the southern Straits area, a similar area to when Melaka rose to power and 
                                                 
37 Milner, Kerajaan, p. 5. 
38 Miksic, Archaeological Research, p. 9. 
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these respective powers declined in importance. As such, by writing a text of this nature 
with an attached didactic intention, two purposes are achieved. First, the desire to recreate 
a golden age akin to that which Melaka previously possessed, and second, to warn Malay 
rulers that they should avoid foolish and unwise behaviours like those exemplified by 
Paduka Sri Maharaja, lest they cause the downfall of their polities.  
It is also crucial to note that the political relationship between Melaka and Pasai 
was marked by rivalry and respect towards the end of the fifteenth century. Pasai had 
accepted Islam, thereby granting it favour with large numbers of Muslim Indian traders.39 
Thus, in the area of trade and economic interests, Pasai, as a rival trading port, posed an 
immense threat to Melaka, for the influx of Muslim Indian traders necessarily translated 
into greater revenue and more exotic trade goods. Second, Pasai was a forerunner in 
embracing Islam. This is supported in Hussin Mutalib’s assertion that  
Tome Pires and other early Chinese travellers to the region, such 
as Cheng Ho, have also noted the economic and religious standing 
of Pasai. So credible was the Islamic image of Pasai scholars that 
even during the heydays of Melaka glory, Makkah scholars who 
could not find solutions to Islamic issues of the day would not 
refer to Melaka, but to Pasai.40
 
Similarly, in the Hikayat Raja-Raja Pasai, a substantial section of the text chronicles the 
islamisation of Semudera-Pasai, where the entire story of the king who first embraced 
Islam in the land of Pasai is told.41
With this historical context for the Sulalat Us-Salatin, Tun Jana Khatib’s flirtation 
with the queen can be interpreted as an impending threat from Pasai, given that it serves 
                                                 
39 Wolters, The Fall of Srivijaya. 
40 Hussin Mutalib, “Islamic Malay Polity in Southeast Asia” in ed. Mohd. Taib Osman, Islamic Civilisation 
in the Malay World (Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1997), p. 8. 
41 A. H. Hill (trans.), Hikayat Raja-Raja Pasai, JMBRAS Vol. 33 Pt. 2, no. 190.  
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as a metaphor for the relationship between the two polities. Though Melaka was rising to 
be an important port in the region, “Pasai, though suffering from Melaka’s increased 
international trade, remained an independent port able to satisfy foreign traders.”42 Thus, 
the Maharaja’s eventual execution of Tun Jana Khatib symbolises Melaka’s attempt at 
declaring its superior position as well as a reason for the transfer of capital from 
Singapura to Melaka. What is applied to Pasai can be inferred to include Aceh, the 
Portuguese and other eventual rivals to Melaka’s greatness as they rose to prominence 
and threatened the successors to Melaka in the seventeenth century. This is so, for the tale 
serves as a metaphor to illustrate Melaka’s prowess in the region and its relationship with 
other polities that attempted to outshine it. Hence, through a tale of this nature, Melaka 
was able to assert her power and domination in the Malay world indirectly by indicating 
the disastrous fate that its enemies would face, as in the case of Tun Jana Khatib. 
Ironically, such arrogance also led to Singapore’s fall, prefiguring Melaka’s in 1511 as 
well. 
On the other hand however, it is undeniable that Melaka respected Pasai. As Pasai 
was the first polity in the Malay world that accepted Islam, and it was also where Islam 
was firmly established. This respect for Pasai was also displayed on Melaka’s part, 
regardless of the rivalry that existed between them. For example, a text of religious 
importance was sent to Pasai for translation when it was beyond Melaka’s ability to do 
so.43 Both competed for trade, loyalty and followers, yet both co-existed and had a 
relationship characterised by healthy rivalry. This too can be gleaned from Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak, where Tun Jana Khatib, though from Pasai was still appeared at the 
                                                 
42 Andaya and Andaya, A History of Malaysia, p. 53. 
43 Brown, Sejarah Melayu, pp. 148-9. 
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courts of Singapura, which was symbolic of Melaka for at that time, as ancient Singapura 
served as a metaphor for Johor’s political relationship with other polities. 
This scrutiny of a literary text like the Sulalat Us-Salatin has raised issues that 
had otherwise been unknown about Singapore. These include Singapura’s importance in 
the Malay world, its relationship with other polities like Melaka, Patani and Pasai and 
finally, how Islam was an immense influence during that era. These are possible in spite 
of the fact that the Sulalat Us-Salatin might be considered as “mythicized history” for in 
this process of mythicizing the past, instances of reality are nonetheless mirrored. 
Previously, this pivotal role of Singapura’s was not emphasized nor acknowledged.  The 
immense significance of the Sulalat Us-Salatin is unquestionable. Only by recognising its 
importance in conveying these messages will one come to a better appreciation for pre-
colonial Singapore. The manipulation of the basic structure of the story served the rulers 





Religious and Colonial Narratives 
 
Yet there is no use in pretending that 
all we know about time and space, 
or rather history and geography, 
is more than anything else imaginative.”  
~ Edward Said1
 
During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, especially after the Industrial 
Revolution, the European presence in the Malay world increased. Beyond ports and forts, 
one of the legacies of the Enlightenment was the “intellectual conquest of Asia,”2 where 
European modes of thinking were mapped onto their colonies and all things European 
were considered superior. To many Europeans, Asians stood at the other end of the 
intellectual spectrum, where nothing they produced was rational and indigenous works, 
like the Sulalat Us-Salatin, were but a “wild tissue of fable”.3 Unsurprisingly, as will be 
seen in this chapter, there was also a disdain for myths, which, to the Europeans, 
possessed only limited entertainment value.  
 
Islamic Revivalism and the Malay World 
A version of Singapura Dilanggar Todak can also be found in an important 
transitional – that is between traditional and modern – Malay work, that has often been 
regarded as one of the great indigenous histories of Riau-Johor. Completed in the late 
1860s, the Tuhfat Al-Nafis was Raja Ali Haji’s self-conscious attempt to produce a 
credible record of Bugis involvement in the Riau kerajaan between 1715 and the late 
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1860s.4 What is significant about the Tuhfat Al-Nafis is that it reflects an Islamic 
worldview.  
In the Tuhfat Al-Nafis, Singapura Dilanggar Todak is related within a short paragraph: 
When Seri Ratna Wikrama died, he was succeeded by his son, 
Damiya Raja, who was then entitled Paduka Seri Maharaja. The 
story goes that in his reign a disaster befell Singapore, which was 
attacked by swordfish, because the king had killed one of Allah’s 
religious teachers, Lord Zain al-Khatib. His death brought 
retribution from Allah Almighty – swordfish emerged from the 
sea, stabbing the people, many of whom died. The story is told in 
detail in the long Malay histories.5
 
 Here, the author de-emphasised the eminence of the traditional Malay rulers by focusing 
on the role of Islam in the lives of believers. Raja Ali Haji, thus, believed that the ruler 
should be encouraged to be an administrator, one who governed according to the precepts 
of Islam. In the Tuhfat Al-Nafis, with prominence placed on divine retribution from Allah 
as a consequence of the Raja killing Lord Zain al-Khatib, one of Allah’s religious 
teachers. 
Such an approach in narrating Singapura Dilanggar Todak reveals the author’s 
attitude toward myths. For Raja Ali Haji, the details of Singapura Dilanggar Todak, 
whether the Maharaja could save the land or if a boy was eventually killed because of his 
clever solution, are not emphasized. Instead, attention is only given to how the Maharaja 
had erred, causing the land to suffer retribution. This is anticipated, given the context in 
which the Tuhfat Al-Nafis was written. The Maharaja, in killing a Muslim, had erred 
tremendously. The consequence of his actions is seen when the land suffers when 
swordfish mysteriously jumped from the waters and attacked innocent people. Such a 
                                                 
4 Raja Ali Haji Ibn Ahmad, The Precious Gift (Tuhfat Al-Nafis) (Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 
1982). pp.12, 308. See Appendix II, p. 98. 
5 Ibid., p. 13.  
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take on the myth fits into the times during which Raja Ali Haji wrote in, especially since 
Riau was a centre for travelling Muslim scholars. Thus, by writing a version of the myth 
in this fashion, it serves for fellow Muslim scholars to use the story to warn their 
students, be it leaders or the common man, about the dangers of behaving inappropriately 
towards a fellow Muslim. 
Raja Ali Haji wrote on the correlation between Islam and Malay kingship as the 
mid-nineteenth century marked the influx of new understandings of Islam in the Malay 
world. As a result, he wrote many works in the Malay language that had an Islamic 
influence.6 This was done in order that people might be educated through such texts 
about the marks and ways of the appropriate Islamic behaviour for Malay rulers.7 Since 
he had killed a religious teacher, someone critical in the impartation of the faith, the Raja 
of ancient Singapura had committed a wrong. Raja Ali Haji’s version of Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak thus served to show how Riau’s history and its role in its future 
greatness were viewed through an Islamic lens. As a result, Riau stood in contrast from 
other Malay polities, especially since it was unique and required a form of separate 
identity. Thus, through a re-telling of this myth about Singapura, Raja Ali Haji depicted 
and represented his desired mode of governance in the Malay world. 
  From the fourteenth century till the eve of colonialism, the Raja’s position in the 
Malay world was firmly rooted, built upon mutual agreement between the ruler and his 
subjects. When Islamic ideas were brought into the Malay world, this was used to further 
                                                 
6 Jan van der Putten and Al Azhar, Di Dalam Berkekalan Persahabatan (‘In Everlasting Friendship’ 
Letters from Raja Ali Haji), (University of Leiden: Department of Languages and Cultures of South-east 
Asia and Oceania, 1995), p. 12-25. 
7 Barbara Watson Andaya and Virginia Matheson, “Islamic Thought and Malay Tradition: The Writings of 
Raja Ali Haji of Riau (ca.1809-ca.1870)” in Perceptions of the Past in Southeast Asia, ed. Anthony Reid 
and David Marr (Singapore: Heinemann Educational Books (Asia Ltd.), 1979), p. 121. 
 44
define the dynamics of this relationship, as seen in Raja Ali Haji’s version of Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak. Singapura, till this point, was a polity amongst many in the region, in 
which Melaka was the most prominent. Stories of a mythic nature were not treated with 
disdain, but taken as part of the indigenous culture of the people as it was an important 
tool to understand the world. This was set to change, with the coming of the Europeans. 
 
 Enlightening the “Barbarians”: Appropriating the Sulalat Us-Salatin 
Leyden’s English translation of the Sulalat Us-Salatin was completed in 1821. It 
is crucial to note that it was with the publication of this translation of the Sulalat Us-
Salatin that it was henceforth better known as the “Sejarah Melayu”, or “The Malay 
Annals”, as Raffles had called it. This crucial change in the title, which has implications 
on how the text is regarded, occurred when “the term ‘Sejarah Malayu’ appeared as the 
heading to the first chapter in [Leyden’s] translation, even though on the third page of 
that chapter he notes that the author ‘composed the present work under the title of Silla-
leteh-al-salatin, in Arabic, and Sala-silah peratoran Segala Raja Raja’.”8 As a result, 
Leyden set the precedent for what was to be followed by Munshi Abdullah when he too 
published a Jawi version of the Sulalat Us-Salatin. Although Leyden acknowledged that 
the Sulalat Us-Salatin captured the essence of Malayness and it “has always been the 
text, the ‘spirit text’, in Malay historiography,”9 his translation of Singapura Dilanggar 
Todak reveals influences from the Enlightenment, which resulted in a translation of the 
text that tells more about Leyden’s relationship with the Malay world, than about the text 
in question. 
                                                 
8 Virginia Matheson Hooker and M. B. Hooker, John Leyden’s Malay Annals (Malaysia: Academe Art & 
Printing Sdn. Bhd., 2001), p. 35. See Appendix III, p. 98. 
9 Ibid., p. 30. 
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                         Why would a European take so much interest in a local text? The Enlightenment 
emphasized the acquisition of knowledge, thus, to the Europeans, because of their ability 
to reason and acquire knowledge, they perceived themselves to be more civilised and 
superior technologically, intellectually and culturally. As a result, all non-Europeans were 
deemed barbaric. Knowledge was used to contain the barbarians who were “half-devil 
and half-child” and as a way of asserting European supremacy.10 Although such an 
approach is more reflective of late-nineteenth century mores, its origins can be seen in the 
writings of early colonialists, like Leyden. It was probable that Leyden was influenced by 
Sir William Jones who advocated that British scholars “investigate whatever is rare in the 
stupendous fabric of nature” as it “will bring to light their indigenous forms of 
government, with their institutions civil and religious…”.11 With the exception of using 
the Sulalat Us-Salatin to learn Malay, Leyden did not consider the text on its own terms. 
Instead, what was essentially indigenous was now measured against European standards 
to determine its credibility and accuracy. Thus, not only did the Europeans colonise the 
Malay world territorially, economically and politically, they also colonised the literary 
imagination of the “barbarians”.  
In this translation of Singapura Dilanggar Todak, Leyden took pains in noting 
that it was “a species of sword-fish named todak” that attacked Singapura.12 Much effort 
was also put into vividly describing how the swordfish attacked the people, like how the 
swordfish were 
                                                 
10 Paul Brians, “Rudyard Kipling, the White Man’s Burden (1899)”, December 1998, 
<http://www.wsu.edu:8080/~wldciv/world_civ_reader/world_civ_reader_2/kipling.html>, (10 March 
2004). 
11 Hooker and Hooker, John Leyden, p. 36. 
12 Ibid., 83. 
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striking the breast, they pierced through and through the body to 
the back; and striking the neck, they separated the head; and 
striking the waist, they pierced it from side to side; so that at last 
so many were slain, that nobody durst reside on the shore, but fled 
in consternation in every direction from the dread of the 
destruction.13  
 
Such imaginative use of details is indicative of an Enlightenment penchant for detail, 
classification and categorization. The absence of these descriptions and specific details in 
the original Malay version of Singapura Dilanggar Todak strengthened European belief 
in Asia being backward. Perceiving themselves, therefore, to be more knowledgeable, 
European supremacy was asserted. Texts like the Sulalat Us-Salatin were thus analysed 
in order to acquire knowledge to understand the backwardness of the East and to 
legitimise European colonization of not only the economy and politics of the Malay 
world, but also its literary imagination. 
 Though it was Leyden who worked on the translation of the Sulalat Us-Salatin, 
his work was unknown till Raffles published it in 1821. Because it was the fruit of the 
labour of a fellow European, British officials came to a better recognition of Malay 
“history” through the translation. In this way, the Sejarah Melayu became the definitive 
history of the Malays for the British, especially since Raffles called it “The Malay 
Annals” without regarding the fact that Melaka was not synonymous with the entire 
Malay world.14 Though “Sejarah” is the Malay word for history, the Sulalat Us-Salatin 
chronicled only Melaka’s history and not that of the entire Malay world.  
Malay history, therefore, was perceived as one filled with legends and myths, full 
of incredulous stories that are at best half-truths. This led to a lack of respect for Malay 
                                                 
13 Ibid.   
14 Ibid. 
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texts and a concerted attempt to “civilise” these people filled with fantastic beliefs. 
Nothing could be taken seriously in the works of “the barbarians”, for nothing was 
rational, and was on the opposite end of the spectrum, in contrast to the superior ways of 
the Europeans. Little or no mention of Singapura Dilanggar Todak can be traced during 
the colonial era (1819-1942/59) for with the coming of the Europeans during the age of 
Enlightenment, indigenous literature was discredited. In Crawfurd’s dictionary, written in 
1856, no mention of the tale was made under the entry for “Singapore”.15 What came 
through, however, was a concerted attempt on the part of Europeans to rely on hard facts. 
What the majority of Europeans failed to realise however, was that within these apparent 
“tissues of fable” were gems of knowledge about the East they so badly desired to know 
better.16
 
Enlightened “Barbarians”: Colonial Influences on Indigenous Works 
 Colonialism bears aspects of the Enlightenment. The Malay world was colonised 
not merely in the political sphere, but in its literary and cultural sphere as well. Abdullah 
Munshi, epitomised this coming together of traditional and modern ideas,17 where 
“modernisation” was synonymous with the infusion of European influences. Abdullah 
was an important early writer of nineteenth century Malay history, who was instrumental 
in the printing of Sulalat Us-Salatin in 1842 while he was in Singapore.18 As an 
                                                 
15 Ibid., pp. 395-403. 
16 Crawfurd, A Descriptive Dictionary, p. 250. 
17 Ungku Maimunah Mohd. Tahir “The Construction and Institutionalization of Abdullah bin Abdul Kadir 
Munsyi as the Father of Modern Malay Literature: The Role of Westerners” in The Canon in Southeast 
Asian Literatures, David Smyth (ed.) (London: Curzon, 2000), p. 103. 
18 Ian Proudfoot, Early Malay Printed Books: A Provisional Account of Materials Published in the 
Singapore-Malaysia Area Up to 1920, Noting Holdings in major Public Collections (Kuala Lumpur: 
University of Malaya, 1993), p. 464. This Jawi version of his was romanised in 1952. T. D. Situmorang and 
Prof. Dr A. Teeuw, Sedjarah Melaju (Djarkata: Penerbit Djambatan, 1952).  
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informant and translator for the British, Abdullah translated a couple of texts for his 
European supervisors to help the latter learn Malay. Abdullah, under continual European 
influence, embraced notions like rationality associated with the Enlightenment. The 
Hikayat Abdullah, which was the first modern Malay text, reflects this.19 As Ungku 
Maimunah Mohahamad Tahir has noted,  
Abdullah’s detailed recording of the places he visited, people he met and 
their manners and customs, the everyday occurrences of life in the Malay 
states as well as the Westerners with whom he came into contact strikes 
readers as a far cry from the preoccupation with mythology and legends 
with which Malay authors of the past enthralled the audience.20  
 
Thus, because the Sulalat Us-Salatin was deemed to be a piece of writing filled with 
fantastic tales, Abdullah was silent in the Hikayat Abdullah, his signature piece of 
writing, about having transliterated the tale. Yet in his critical commentary, Abdullah 
criticised the Sulalat Us-Salatin for its mythical nature.21 In this regard, Abdullah was 
like the Europeans of his time, Abdullah wrote off myths as mere fabrications, unworthy 
of mention. Thus, Singapura Dilanggar Todak to Abdullah was of little significance, for 
he perceived it through European lenses.  His silence with regard to the myth speaks 
volumes about his place within local and European scholarship. Interestingly, his silence 
stood in direct contrast to the numerous versions of Singapura Dilanggar Todak that 




                                                 
19 Abdullah Bin Abdul Kadir. The Hikayat Abdullah. Trans. A. H. Hill. (London: Oxford University Press, 
1970). 
20 Ungku Maimunah Mohd. Tahir “Construction and Institutionalization”, p. 100. 
21 Situmorang, Sedjarah Melaju. 
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Some Exceptions: Colonials Who Tried to Understand the East  
Some Europeans however, did attempt to understand indigenous myths on their 
own terms, but the influences of the Enlightenment prevailed. One such person was W. 
G. Shellabear, a missionary in the London Methodist Society, who arrived in the Malay 
world in 1890. Shellabear, being a British Malay scholar, was interested in learning more 
about the lives of the Malays.22 One of the activities that Shellabear was most active in 
was printing and publishing Malay literature for schools. He founded the Mission Press, a 
Malay Printing Press, and in 1909 Shellabear’s version of the Sulalat Us-Salatin 
appeared as a school edition, which was widely read. The chapter that chronicles 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak is very similar to C. C. Brown’s 1970 translation. Most of 
Shellabear’s translation of Singapura Dilanggar Todak keeps to the original text, except 
that in his translation, the boy is termed “seorang budak”, which can have a negative 
connotation of serviance-slavery and servanthood.23 In the original version, no name was 
given to the boy. As much as Shellabear attempted to keep close to the original narration 
of the myth, the usage of this term reveals semblances of European perception of native 
inferiority, where the boy is perceived to be on the lower strata of the social hierarchy.  
Yet, credit is due Shellabear for his attempt to keep closely to the original myth. 
This in itself sets him apart from his contemporaries. Shellabear’s work, however, reveals 
and reflects the deep entrenchment of European understanding of the East. In spite of a 
genuine desire at understanding the Malays on their own terms, this desire is marred by 
this mindset. This translation serves to show once again the limited understanding 
                                                 
22 Robert Hunt, The Life of the Reverend W.G. Shellabear (Singapore: University of Singapore Library, 
1979). 
23 R.  J. Wilkinson, A Malay-English Dictionary (Romanised) (London: Macmillan & Co Ltd, 1955), p. 
158.; Kamus Dewan, 3rd edition (Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1994), p. 179. 
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Europeans had of Asians. In spite of Shellabear’s efforts at aiding the indigenous people, 
the deep entrenchment of European understanding of the East as inferior, apparently 
remained. 
This impact of the Enlightenment continued deep into the twentieth century. This 
is explicit in Richard Winstedt’s version of the Singapura Dilanggar Todak. Winstedt 
was an Assistant District Officer in Malaya, and formed friendships with two Malays 
who taught him much about Malay tales.24 Winstedt played a crucial role in Malaya 
following his designation in 1916 as Assistant Director of Education in the Straits 
Settlements and Federated Malay States, with the main task of revising and improving the 
system of Malay vernacular education. Through his efforts, a book on Malay Grammar 
was published in 1913 as well as other literature aimed at raising awareness about the 
Malays and their language.25 As a result of the keen interest he took in the lives of the 
Malays, their literature and language, Winstedt was described in the Federal Council as 
‘the talented inventor of Malay grammar’. His contribution in this avenue was so 
immense to the point that a well-known saying indicates, ‘God gave the Malays their 
language, and Winstedt gave them their grammar’.26
As much as Winstedt’s contribution to raising the profile of Malays in society is 
undeniable, his works were not spared from criticism. This was so, “especially his 
interpretations of some Malay proverbs; Malays, moreover, feel that his history was 
written from a British point of view, and are critical of the fact that all his expository 
                                                 
24 John Bastin, “Richard Olaf Winstedt 1878-1966” in A Century of British Orientalists 1902-2001, C. 
Edmund Bosworth (ed.), (Oxford, New York :Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 250-1. See Appendix IV, 
p. 99. 
25 These works include Colloquial Malay: A Simple Grammar with Conversations and An English-Malay 
Dictionary which was based on Wilkinson’s Malay—English Dictionary but contained much original 
material. 
26 Bastin, “Richard Olaf Winstedt”, p. 251. 
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writing was in English.”27 Likewise, such a prejudice can be traced as well in his 
translation of Singapura Dilanggar Todak. Winstedt’s colonial view of Malays is perhaps 
most telling, in the Federal Council’s description of him as an inventor of Malay 
grammar. Given that one does not invent grammar but describes it, this description 
suggests Winstedt’s disdain for the Malay language.  No effort to preserve the beauty of 
the language is made. Instead, a European outlook is introduced in his recreation of 
Malay grammar.   
Published in 1959 in the book Eastern Tales, Singapura Dilanggar Todak is titled 
“A Clever Boy”.28 In this version, “colonialism legitimised itself by drawing parallels 
between primitivism and childhood.”29 Here, the boy is translated to be a non-entity, 
devoid of ethnicity, character and name. There is also no interaction between the boy and 
the Raja. Instead, Winstedt highlighted and emphasized the boy’s intellectual ability. The 
Raja is depicted as a fool, who killed the boy out of fear of him eventually being a threat. 
Here, the Raja serves as a type – a personality without depth. Such a portrayal of Asians 
mirrors European treatment of their Asian subjects and an Asian disregard for knowledge 
and intelligence. To the Europeans, because the boy is killed for his suggestion, there is a 
need to defend themselves against the despotic and barbaric East, where instead of 
valuing the boy for his intelligence, he is killed out of fear that he would challenge the 
position of the Raja in future. Such a perception towards knowledge naturally ran counter 
to the European’s, therefore widening the divide between both continents.  
                                                 
27 Ibid., pp. 248-256. 
28 Sir Richard Winstedt, Eastern Tales (Singapore: Malaya Publishing House, 1959). 
29 Mahasweta Sengupta, “Translation as Manipulation: The Power of Images and Images of Power” in 
Between Languages and Cultures: Translation and Cross-Cultural Texts, ed. Anuradha Dingwaney and 
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Further, the Enlightenment influence of rationalization is present in Winstedt’s 
translation. The conclusion of “A Clever Boy” reflects this. Winstedt at the end of his tale 
concluded that “this is an old tale but not all of it is true.”30 For him, the swordfish were 
in fact only “canoes with sharp prows belonging to fierce seafolk” attacking Singapore.31 
This translation of Singapura Dilanggar Todak serves as a prime example of the West’s 
failure to appreciate indigenous texts for their worth.  
Consequently, what stands out about the different versions of Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak found during this period of time is not only the differences in the 
content of the narrative, but the people who brought about the existence of these versions 
and what they represented. The impact of Colonial ideas and European thinking had a 
lasting impact upon early Singapore’s society, culture and history. There inadequate 
respect for indigenous writing and myths translates into a marginalisation of the 
importance of myths in Singapore’s past.   
Previously, the contributions of colonialists like Winstedt and Crawfurd were 
immensely lauded and proclaimed. Much as there is room for doing so, it is only through 
such a study of their work that a revelation of a different nature is discovered. This 
discovery reveals the high level of self superiority these colonial authorities had of 
themselves, as well as the lack of understanding they had of the people whom they had 
professed to be concerned about. In the case of Munshi Abdullah, the finding through his 
work points in the direction of compliance, where beyond being an intellectual of his 
time, he was subjected to the whims and fancies of his colonial counterparts. In the post 
                                                 
30 Winstedt, Eastern Tales, p. 55.  
31 Ibid. 
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war years, different versions of Singapura Dilanggar Todak continue to reflect influences 




Chapter 4  
Transitional Narratives 
 
After such knowledge, what forgiveness? Think now 
History has many cunning passages, contrived corridors 
And issues, deceives with whispering ambitions, Guides us by vanities.  
~ T. S. Eliot1
 
In September 1963, Singapore became part of the Federation of Malaysia. Two 
years later, Singapore left the Federation abruptly and became an independent state. As a 
result, the dynamics of power in Singapore changed. During this period, Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak was presented by some as an exclusively Singapore narrative, devoid of 
its Malay world connotations, though undeniably, it was also a reminder for people of the 
ancient links that Singapore had with the Malay world. For others, through the usage of 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak, a platform for taking part in debates over the role of Islam 
in society was established. Externally, the tussle between Malaysia and Singapore led to 
numerous issues. This culminated in 1965, when Singapore became independent. It is 
unsurprising therefore that during this period, translations of Singapura Dilanggar Todak 
more often than not alluded to this episode of enmity between the two nations. After 
independence, the struggle for global recognition continued, albeit with mixed results. 
These are revealed, upon a closer examination of versions of Singapura Dilanggar Todak 
produced during the post-colonial epoch.  
 
From Print to Screen: Singapura Dilanggar Todak in Film 
It was at the beginning of the tumultuous 1960s that a film version of Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak appeared.2 Omar Rojik, a notable Malay director with Shaw Bros. 
                                                 
1 T. S. Eliot, Selected Poems (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1954), p. 32. 
2 Omar Rojik (director), Singapura Dilanggar Todak (Shaw Bros. Malay Film Productions, 1962).  
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Malay Film Productions between 1960 and 1967, was responsible for this film.3 Omar 
Rojik is known for films that focus on the tension between modernity and traditional 
values, the role of Islam in society and the relationship between a ruler and subject. A 
concerted attempt in raising these issues is no exception in Singapura Dilanggar Todak. 
These themes are prevalent in its plot, and more importantly, the movie functions as a 
mirror, reflecting the concerns of that era as a well as those which have characterised the 
Malay world. 
In Omar Rojik’s retelling, the film begins at the port of Singapura with the arrival 
of Tun Jana Khatib and two of his assistants, Agam and Naka, from Pasai. Each of these 
three men begins to form various relationships with the people of Singapura. Through 
this interaction, the issue of religion is introduced in the film. The village headman, 
known as the Penghulu, welcomes the men from Pasai while observing that Tun Jana 
Khatib is a Muslim, from the Malay polity of Pasai. He also expressly indicates that the 
people of Singapore were not of the same faith. Hence, the distinction between both 
groups of people was established right from the start of the film. As the plot develops, 
their different lifestyles, attributable to their religious differences become a point of 
contention.  
This disparity in religious belief is instanced on three occasions in the film, 
namely at the Datok Biduwanda’s home, at the palace, and during Tun Jana Khatib’s 
interaction with the Queen, of which only the third was chronicled in the Sulalat Us-
Salatin, albeit not in as much detail.4 In the first instance, while visiting Datok 
                                                 
3 Jan Uhde and Yvonne Ng Uhde, Latent Images: Film in Singapore (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 
2000), pp. 228-231. 
4 In the hierarchy of authority, the Datok Biduwanda comes under the direct control of the Temenggong as 
one of the latter’s officials. The Datok Biduwanda serves as an assistant Temenggong. The Temenggong is 
equivalent to an admiral in today’s order of authority.  
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Biduwanda, Tun Jana Khatib sees the former’s daughter, Puspa, being treated by a 
traditional healer, or bomoh, for an unknown ailment. After the bomoh completes his 
ritual and gives the patient a charmed bracelet to wear on her hand, Tun Jana Khatib 
requests permission to diagnose her condition. As if symbolic of not having anything to 
do with superstitious practices, Tun Jana Khatib requests that the charmed bracelet be 
removed. Instead of agreeing with the bomoh that the daughter was possessed, Tun Jana 
Khatib, after prescribing that Puspa drink a cup of water, concludes that she merely has a 
fever. This therefore sets apart the skills of the holy man from the bomoh, where instead 
of relying on superstition, Tun Jana Khatib relied on a rational explanation to ascertain 
the situation. Though both Tun Jana Khatib and the bomoh were involved in mystical 
activities, the former is not depicted in the same light as the latter, who is associated with 
shamanism and animism.  
This polarity between Islamic and non-Islamic, or superstitious, beliefs parallels 
the mentalities of the people during the historical epoch that the film was produced. In the 
early 1960s, as reflected in Malay newspapers, Berita Harian carried reports almost daily 
about the role of Islam in society and the need for it to permeate all facades of life. Issues 
raised included heralding benefits of going on the Haj; discouraging women from 
wearing short and fitting clothes as they contravened Islamic precepts, introducing 
religious education and discussing the plight of Malaya not being governed by Islamic 
laws, though Islam was the official religion.5 These articles published during Malaya’s 
tumultuous formative years reflect the political contestation between the ruling coalition 
                                                 
5 Berita Harian, “Ranchangan Memperbaiki Ekonomi Jema’ah Haji” (Plan to Better the Economic 
Conditions of Haj Pilgrims) 16 January 1960, p. 6; “Kebaya Ketat dan Singkat Di-larang Dari Segi Ugama” 
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Pelajaran Ugama” (The Government Privileges Religious Education) 29 February 1960, p. 3; “Islam 
Ugama Rasmi Tapi Tidak Di-gunakan Undang2 Islam?” (Islam is the Official Religion but Islamic Laws 
are not Used) 24 May 1960, p. 6. 
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– The Alliance, especially United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) – and Parti 
Islam Semalaysia (PAS), the Islamic opposition party over the role of Islam in society. 
Through his movie Singapura Dilanggar Todak, Omar Rojik appears to have joined these 
debates and come out in favour of a more austere brand of Islam. While the Alliance was 
taking greater steps towards Islamisation through measures like having more plans to 
build mosques, to highlighting the presence of Tunku Abdul Rahman at the port when 
pilgrims were about to depart for the Haj and having the government privilege religious 
education,6 they were still holding off on issues like the problem of the sweepstakes 
lottery.7 PAS on the other hand advocated radical change. 
  One of the ways in which Omar Rojik elaborates and portrays his position in this 
debate is seen in his handling of the bomoh character. Given that Islam frowned upon 
superstition, all forms of magic, including the practices of bomohs, were discouraged. 
The deeds of the bomoh in the film are portrayed to be backwards and un-Islamic, as 
opposed to Tun Jana Khatib’s rational Islamic principles. As a metaphor for society at 
that time, the bomoh’s actions and lifestyle parallels that of individuals and society at 
large, who failed to embrace the values and virtues that Islam offers.  
In contrast, Tun Jana Khatib’s personality and prowess is used to indicate the 
values of Islam. This is seen again when Tun Jana Khatib displayed his power in a 
second instance, where he makes a chandelier in the Sultan’s palace drop by merely 
staring at it and finally, when he splits a betel palm at the request of the Queen. What is 
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conveyed through these three instances is not only the abilities that Tun Jana Khatib 
possesses, but also his high level of morality and integrity – virtues associated with a 
good Muslim. After healing Puspa, instead of engaging the Datok Biduwanda in guessing 
why the bomoh failed to heal her, Tun Jana Khatib merely replies, “that is his abilities. 
Let’s not talk about it.” He goes on immediately to change the topic of conversation. 
Also, when the queen requested that Tun Jana Khatib display his abilities to her, as he 
had done in the palace, Tun Jana Khatib immediately corrected her, saying that whatever 
he did was not to show his abilities, but to prove his truthfulness. He also expressed that 
he could do what the queen requested of him, but it would not be done with the 
motivation of showing off.  
Early in the film, the cultural differences between the two polities are clearly 
depicted. These range from Naka extending a hand to shake the Penghulu’s at the port 
which is not the practice in Singapore, to the men from Pasai changing in front of those 
from Singapura, which is considered to be an act only done in private by their hosts. Only 
Tun Jana Khatib is above reproach. Tun Jana Khatib is aware of the cultural differences 
between both polities and hence, he walks like his hosts, with his arm behind his back 
and he presents cloth to the Datok Biduwanda, a gift symbolic of a tribute in the Malay 
world. These examples serve to highlight the charismatic personality of Tun Jana Khatib, 
where a Muslim man takes the extra effort to learn about the ways of others and not 
impose his standards on those he comes into contact with.  
Tun Jana Khatib’s righteousness again serves to emphasize the form of integrity a 
Muslim man possesses. As if to drive home this point, all the people of Singapura, with 
the exception of the Datok Biduwanda, are treacherous and morally questionable, when 
compared with those from Pasai. The Temenggong’s family epitomises the treachery of 
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non-Muslims in this film. Examples of this treachery include the Temenggong’s attempt 
to imprison Datok Biduwanda because he is jealous that Tun Jana Khatib had not given 
him a gift of cloth and his act of instigating the Sultan to execute Nadim – the boy who 
suggests placing banana stems on the shore to thwart the swordfish – out of fear of the 
future threat he posed. Such a depiction serves to strengthen the idea of how Islam is 
crucial for a peaceful and just society, for otherwise, chaos will reign, as in classical 
Singapura. Thus, by depicting this juxtaposition between the man from Pasai and the 
foolish ruler from Singapura, as well as the presence of the evil Datok Temenggong, 
Singapura is depicted to be a treacherous place, because of the lack of Islamic purity and 
teaching. This polarity is also highlighted in how Labu, the chicken farmer, and his wife 
chose to leave Singapore for Pasai with Tun Jana Khatib’s men at the end of the film. 
Similarly, the love triangle involving Puspa, Agam and the Datok Temenggong’s 
son, Jalatang, is once again indicative of the complicated relationship between these two 
polities and their larger ideals. Following the same dichotomy of good and evil, the ill-
intentioned Jalatang’s feelings for Puspa are not reciprocated, given that she had fallen 
for Agam. As a result of this relationship, which is an evident addition to the plot of the 
original Singapura Dilanggar Todak, the man from Pasai, in this context Agam, is again 
more righteous, returning for his love against all odds. This marriage between Singapura 
and Pasai is further strengthened in the final scene. When Agam was about to return to 
Pasai with Puspa and her mother, Labu and his wife appeared at the port to follow the trio 
as well. Continuing the comedic relief they provide in the film, Labu’s wife pointed out 
that her husband cannot think of starting a chicken farm in Pasai for the two chickens 
they brought along were female. However, Labu confidently replied that he would unite 
them with a rooster from Pasai.  
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Such a union serves once again to indicate a relationship on a larger scale, that 
between an Islamic and non-Islamic polity. Not only is Islam heralded through Tun Jana 
Khatib in the film, emphasis is also placed on the importance of allowing Islam to 
pervade all aspects of life. This is raised especially in one of the song items, where Agam 
and Puspa muse over the outcome of their fate, indicating how they are of different race 
and religion and if these apparent differences will stand in the way of their matrimonial 
union. 
The issue of wise rulership is of crucial importance in the film. Given that PAS 
was pushing for more Islamic authority in the governance of Malaya during the early 
1960s, how the ruler governed Singapura in the film is linked to how power is wielded, 
contained and asserted. However, because Tun Jana Khatib is ultimately in a foreign 
land, he is at the mercy of the ruler, who is unaware of the folly of his ways. This is seen, 
when after Nadim saved Singapore and his father was released from prison as a reward, 
the family sits down to talk. It is at this moment that the Assistant Temenggong wisely 
asserts, “If one saves his family, there is peace. If one saves his neighbour, he is praised. 
If one saves the ruler, sometimes this leads to trouble.” This note of ambivalence serves 
to question the plausibility of Nadim’s action and if his suggestion of that saved 
Singapura from the swordfish attack would backfire on him. It is here that we see the 
folly of the Ruler, who listened blindly to the evil advice of the Temenggong. Through 
the film, Omar Rojik thereby tied both issues of Islam and proper governance together. 




From Federation to Independence: Singapura Dilanggar Todak as a Novel 
While Rojik used a film to join an on-going debate, A. Jalil Haji Noor used his 
novel Hang Nadim Pahlawan Kechil, which appeared in 1964, to comment on the period 
when Singapore was part of the Federation.8 Between 1963 and 1965, Singapore was part 
of the Federation of Malaysia. However, Singapore’s leaders had trouble with the 
ambiguities surrounding the merger of two rather different societies. This led to various 
misunderstandings and acrimony. Eventually, because of various concerns and events, 
Singapore became separated from Malaysia and gained its independence in 1965.9 In the 
novel, like Rojik’s film, the boy is given the name “Hang Nadim”. However, it departs 
from the film in that here, Nadim is described as the son of Hang Jebat.10 This is the most 
significant difference in the plot of the story, which otherwise follows closely to that of 
original version of the myth. As such, Singapura Dilanggar Todak becomes associated 
with the legacy of Hang Tuah and the larger question of Malay loyalty to the ruler.  
Between the mid-1950s till mid-1960s, the role of Hang Tuah and Hang Jebat was 
a heated point of contention in the Malay art and literary scene. Tuah had always been 
deemed as “the ideal Malay man, warrior and citizen….(and) became a tutelary genius of 
the Malay people.”11 Tuah’s unquestioning loyalty to the Sultan remained, “however 
grievously the Sultan injured him.” As society progressed towards independence and 
                                                 
8 A. Jalil Haji Noor, Hang Nadim Pahlawan Kechil (Singapura: Pustaka Nasional, 1964). 
9 For more information about the Federation Controversy, read Albert Lau, A Moment of Anguish: 
Singapore in Malaysia and the Politics of Disengagement (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1998). 
10 A. Jalil Haji Noor, Hang Nadim, p. 21. Hang Jebat was a Malay warrior, a counterpart to Hang Tuah, the 
most famous of Malay warriors. According to this legend, Hang Tuah, the most illustrious Melakan hero 
was put in jail by the sultan, after the latter heard rumours about the former’s infidelity. However, the 
Bendahara wisely hid Hang Tuah instead of taking his life. Feeling that this was injustice, Hang Jebat, a 
good friend of Hang Tuah, attempts to discredit the sultan. It is at this point that the Sultan wished for the 
presence of Hang Tuah. Upon being told the news by the Bendahara, Hang Tuah – displaying his loyalty to 
the sultan – kills Hang Jebat. The full story is cited in Kassim Ahmad, ed. Hikayat Hang Tuah (Kuala 
Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1997), pp. 346-70. 
11 P.E. De Josselin De Jong, “The Rise and Decline of A National Hero”, Journal of the Royal Asiatic 
Society, Malaysian Branch 38,2 (1965), p. 140. 
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modernisation, modern literary writers began to question this traditional interpretation of 
the story, since people had “the right to resist authority if and when it becomes unjust or 
oppressive.”12 Jebat had transformed into the hero, who spoke up for truth and justice. 
Each character became a metaphor for different values. Tuah symbolised the old school 
of thought, where he was taken to be a traditional figure, a mere follower. Jebat, in 
contrast, represented individualism and all things modern. 
This debate opens room for Singapore to be interpreted as both a Jebat and 
Nadim-like figure. Singapore at that point was considered to be the most individualistic 
entity in the Peninsula. It was against blindly following directions from a central 
government in Kuala Lumpur. Like Jebat, Singapore possessed an opinion of its own and 
chose only to follow that which made most sense to it. On this account, Singapore was 
dangerous to the traditional order of things, symbolised by Malaysia. Second, Tunku 
Abdul Rahman and Lee Kuan Yew did not get along during this period for they had 
differing opinions on several matters. As Lee said in his memoirs, “I was … young, a 
little too smart for his liking, and always too full of ideas.”13 The difference of opinions 
between the two men is captured in the words of Lee, where “The Tunku thinks I am 
clever but wrong and he, though not clever, is right. I win the argument, which 
embarrasses him, but he feels that my conclusion is wrong though he does not know 
why.”14 Malaysia was angered, when the People’s Action Party (PAP) went into 
Malaysia to campaign after the UMNO had done likewise in Singapore, citing that the 
PAP had preached ideas based on prosperity instead of ethnicity.15 Again like Nadim, 
                                                 
12 Ibid., pp. 143, 149. 
13 Lee Kuan Yew, The Singapore Story: Memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew (Singapore: Times Editions Pte Ltd, 
1998), p. 410. 
14 Ibid., p. 426. 
15 Lau, A Moment of Anguish, pp. 21-64; Turnbull, A History of Singapore, pp. 286-291. 
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Singapore was potentially threatening, a little too smart for its own good. To forestall any 
plausible attacks and trouble in the future, the best solution was to rid Singapore from the 
Federation.  
This finally occurred on 9 August 1965, when Singapore was separated from 
Malaysia, after the Tunku, Tun Razak and Dr. Ismail decided that they wanted Singapore 
out of Malaysia.16 This novel depicts the tensions between Malaysia and Singapore, a 
plight that has been noticed by previous historians using other historical sources. 
However, what this version of Singapura Dilanggar Todak adds to one’s knowledge of 
the past is the fact that all the reasons for the eventual split up are synthesized together, 
without painting a romantic picture of either country.  
In August 1965 in a tearful manner, Lee Kuan Yew announced that Singapore has 
been divorced from Malaysia. It was now an independent nation, one forced to accept 
separation from its hinterland. As Lee wrote in his memoirs, “The people shared our 
feelings and were prepared to do whatever was needed to make an independent Singapore 
work.”17 This indeed came to pass, as even the tale Singapura Dilanggar Todak – one 
steeped in the conventions of the Malay world – would be used to explain the concerns 
and tensions of a young nation-state. 
                                                 
16 Ibid. 
17 Lee, The Singapore Story, p. 663. 
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Chapter 5 
Post-Independent Narratives  
 
“We go to the past to discover not facts only  
but significances.”  
~ Herbert Butterfield1
 
When one walks into the newly renovated Bukit Merah library, a regional library 
in the western part of Singapore located in a housing estate, there are several refurbished 
rooms.2 One of these rooms is called “The Swordfish Room”, reflecting how a myth like 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak continues to live on in the public imagination of modern day 
Singaporeans. Between 1965 and 2003, Singapura Dilanggar Todak has appeared in 
various genres, including poetry, short stories and comics. What do these translations of 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak indicate and how do they feature in the larger context of 
Singapore’s history as an independent nation-state? With the PAP being the main ruling 
party since the creation of Singapore, Singapura Dilanggar Todak has been used to create 
an identity separate from Malaysia, resulting in government bodies appropriating 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak as a means to fulfil their goals. Also, as if in retaliation, 
citizens too translated Singapura Dilanggar Todak, infusing into the myth grievances and 
mentalities of modern Singaporeans.  
 
Politics Without: Of Power and Prestige 
Singapore became independent on 9 August 1965. Being a relatively young 
nation, its leaders made an effort to assert its independence and personal space. As Ban 
Kah Choon comments, “first conceived … as part of Malaysia and then thrown out as a 
                                                 
1 Herbert Butterfield, Whig Interpretation of History (New York: W.W. Norton , 1965), p. 93. 
2 Bukit Merah is Malay for red hill. 
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dot of an island without natural resources, defences or the luxury of space, Singapore had 
to define itself by its difference, its right to a space within the already mapped out 
environments of Southeast Asia.”3 This assertion of its right was assumed, with 
Singapore’s entry into the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). 
8 August 1967 saw the establishment of ASEAN.4 After the association 
blossomed and became a recognised organisation both regionally and internationally, one 
of the regional projects, which countries forming the association collaborated on, was the 
publication of ASEAN Folk Literature: An Anthology.5 According to Honesto M. Isleta, 
Chairman of the ASEAN Committee on Culture and Information, the collection’s 
objective was “to promote understanding and friendship among peoples of ASEAN 
countries through a knowledge of each other’s folk literature.”6 This ties in with 
ASEAN’s greater aim of promoting economic, social and cultural co-operation, as 
indicated in the Association’s founding document, the Bangkok Declaration of 1967.7 
Jusuf Wanandi argues that though such goals were honourable, “the Association’s basic 
underpinnings were political-social concerns.”8 Much as this opinion is tenable, it fails to 
realise that for political-social stability to occur, there needed to be an understanding of 
each nation’s culture. This is reflected in this collection of literature, which is “a basic 
                                                 
3 Ban, “Narrating Imagination”, p. 10. 
4 Iraz Syamil Mohd. Zahari, “A Brief History of ASEAN”, 1997, 
<http://www.geocities.com/aseanpage/history.html>, (10 March 2004). 
5 Damina L. Eugenio (ed.), ASEAN Folk Literature (Manila: ASEAN Committee on Culture and 
Information, 1995). 
6 Ibid., p. xvi. 
7 “The ASEAN Declaration (Bangkok Declaration)”, 1997, 
<http://www.geocities.com/aseanpage/leader67.html>, (10 March 2004). 
8 Jusuf Wanandi, “ASEAN’s Past and the Challenges Ahead: Aspects of Politics and Security” in 
Reinventing ASEAN, ed. Simon S. C. Tay, Jesus P. Estanislao and Hadi Soesastro  (Singapore: Institute of 
Southeast Asian Studies, 2001), p. 25. 
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compilation of various types of representative folk literature texts of member countries.”9 
What then did Singapura Dilanggar Todak represent, given that three versions of 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak were recorded within this collection alone?  
Each version of Singapura Dilanggar Todak in the ASEAN collection is 
associated with a particular race. Under different names, “Singapura Dilanggar Todak” is 
labelled as a Baba/Peranakan tale; “The Story of Red Hill” is credited to the Chinese; and 
the final version, “Bukit Merah (Red Hill)” is indicated to be Malay.10 The plots of the 
three stories are essentially similar. The point of contentions lie however in how the story 
unfolds and what is emphasised. 
It is interesting to note that all three versions have a somewhat different ending. 
The Baba/Peranakan version concludes with, “the lesson of what happened to this boy 
must be learnt: ‘Do not always show your true abilities. It may sometimes give you 
certain advantages but it may also cause you to be destroyed.”11 The Chinese version is 
akin to Ch’ng Jit Koon’s, attributing the killing of the boy to the naming of the place as 
“Redhill after his blood covered the entire hill.”12 The Malay version chronicles the 
existence of an old woman in the narration and the presence of a thick red blood sprouted 
from a small hole in the ground. These different conclusions reflect how each race 
supposedly understood Singapura Dilanggar Todak differently and thus symbolises 
racial differences that exist within Singapore.  
                                                 
9 Eugenio, ASEAN Folk Literature, p. xvi. 
10 See Appendix V, p. 99-102. 
11Eugenio, ASEAN folk Literature, p. 346. 
12 This will be discussed later in this thesis. 
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This ties in with ASEAN’s aim and attempt at forging unity among countries in 
the region.13 Having three versions of the same myth represent Singapore’s contribution 
to this collection portrays Singapore as a multi-ethnic nation, in which each ethnic groups 
is considered separately, one where in spite of ethnic differences, still sees the importance 
and fruition of unity. Singapore thus was a microcosm of ASEAN, where many 
ethnicities exist. Singapore’s success represented what ASEAN wanted – stability and 
mutual understanding. Singapura Dilanggar Todak therefore becomes a celebration of 
what political powers desired – a region characterised by political stability, as a result of 
mutual understanding, achieved through cultural exchanges.  
What is crucial to note however, is the artifice of the entity “ASEAN”. Like the 
term “Southeast Asia” which was constructed only during World War Two, ASEAN is an 
extension of the idea that all these countries had intrinsic commonalities, justifying the 
attempt to group them as one. As Donald K. Emmerson has noted, the term “Southeast 
Asia” project “homogeneity, unity, and boundedness onto a part of the world that is in 
fact heterogeneous, disunited, and hard to delimit.”14 By extension, what is said of the 
concept “Southeast Asia” can be applied to that of “ASEAN” as well, for the latter is the 
consequence of “indigenous forces [taking] over the idea of regional organization”, 
instead of allowing it to be the fruition of external powers, like World War Two, which 
concretised the usage of the term to define this part of the world.15 Southeast Asia is but 
an invented reality. Thus, by considering itself to be part of ASEAN, Singapore’s aim at 
being an international player, one which has developed and is second to none is seen and 
                                                 
13 “The ASEAN Declaration (Bangkok Declaration),” (10 March 2004).  
14 Donald K. Emmerson, “Southeast Asia’: What’s in a Name?”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, March 
1984, Vol. XV, No. 1, p. 1. 
15 Emmerson, “Southeast Asia”, p. 10; pp. 7-8. 
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asserted, especially since it is now recognised as one of the most modern cities in the 
East. This identity in the international scene thereby warrants Singapore recognition from 
different countries, though sometimes, these translate into an unanticipated image, as will 
be discussed later through Chia Hearn Chek’s version of Singapura Dilanggar Todak.  
The ASEAN Collection also reveals the prevalent notion of racial categorisation 
in the nation. As much as Singapore attempts to portray itself as a multi-racial country, 
one where Malay, Chinese, Indians and Eurasians reside homogenously, reality is such 
that racial lines are distinct and drawn. This is seen in how three versions of Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak are present in one collection, instead of assuming only one version of 
the myth to be present and taking it to be the Singaporean version of Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak. This is a prime example of how “Colonial knowledge gave rise to 
modern ideas of the ‘Malay race’ and the ‘Malay nation’ (bangsa) as expressed and 
reflected in the nationalist and anti-colonialist movements.”16 This was further 
strengthened with the establishment of schools, where “with the creation of Chinese, 
Malay, Tamil and English schools, ethnic boundaries became stultified and essentialised 
by way of language and cultural practices.”17 This has resulted in a country where all 
forms of classification and codification is seen as natural and necessary,  
the natural embodiment of history, territory and society. In other 
words, the nation-state has become dependent on colonial 
knowledge and its ways of determining, codifying, controlling and 
representing the past as well as documenting and standardising the 
information that has formed the basis of the government.18  
 
 
                                                 
16 Samsul A. B. “A History of an Identity, an Identity of a History: The Idea and Practice of ‘Malayness’ in 
Malaysia Reconsidered” in Contesting Malayness: Malay Identity Across Boundaries, ed. Timothy P. 
Barnard (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 2004), p. 139 
17 Ibid., p. 142. 
18 Ibid. 
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In Singapore’s attempt to carve out an international identity, the country 
inevitably buys into Western impressions of itself. This is also seen in a children’s 
version of Singapura Dilanggar Todak. In 1975, the myth appeared in the collection 
Folktales from the Orient, by Chia Hearn Chek, a Singapore children's writer.19 Here, 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak not only functioned as a myth about Singapore per se, but 
also assumed the role of representing the Orient, a term favored by Europeans in 
describing the Far East. According to Chia’s version of the myth, after Singapore was 
successfully rescued from the swordfish attack, soldiers mounted the hill on which the 
boy apparently lived to kill him. However, “an old woman with long white hair” in the 
hut greeted them when they had expected to find the boy within. The myth further 
described how “a small hole appeared in the ground gushing forth a red liquid which 
slowly covered the hill turning it completely red.”20 These incredible elements are 
evidently departures from the original written version. By including them, it suggests 
how Asians, like Chia, have also come to view Singapore as the Orient, one that is 
mystical, exotic, filled with elements of magic and the unexplainable. Thus, translation 
“produces strategies of containment. By employing certain modes of representing the 
other – which it thereby also brings into being - translation reinforces hegemonic versions 
of the colonized, helping them acquire the status of what Edward Said calls 
representations, or objects without history.”21  
Those being represented buy into these representations as well. By translating 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak in this fashion, Chia represents Singapore as the island in a 
                                                 
19 Chia Hearn Chek, Folktales from the Orient – The Redhill: A Singapore Folktale (Singapore: Federal-
Alpha, 1975). See Appendix VI, pp. 103-4. 
20 No page numbers are cited in this book. 
21 Tejaswini Niranjana, Siting Translation: History, Post-Structuralism, and the Colonial Context 
(Berkeley: University of California Press), p. 3. 
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fashion similar to how the island is perceived by the West – an Oriental outpost, filled 
with intriguing stories that reeks of magic and mysticism. No longer does Singapore or 
Asia have a voice. Instead, “Asia speaks through and by virtue of the European 
imagination, which is depicted as victorious over Asia, that hostile ‘other’ world beyond 
the seas.”22 Singapore remains colonized ideologically, with its residents perceiving 
themselves as Europeans had and continues to do so. As a result, Asians themselves 
create “a kind of second-order knowledge – lurking in such places as the “Oriental” tale, 
the mythology of the mysterious East, notions of Asian inscrutability – with a life of its 
own, (feeding into) Europe’s collective day-dream of the Orient”.23 By classifying 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak as an Oriental tale, Chia also falls prey to the penchant for 
colonial categories, as in the case of versions of the myth found in the ASEAN collection. 
Thus, it is from these versions that it is evident that the legacy of colonization continues, 
beneath the veneer of liberation from the West. 
Folktales from the Orient concludes in a manner where “Chia spares children the 
harsh ending. The boy is not killed but disappears mysteriously and as an apparition 
curses the raja’s men for their evil intentions, blood flows down the hill and colours the 
earth red.”24 This is anticipated, given that the intention and audience of this version is 
markedly different from that of the Sulalat Us-Salatin and the other versions of 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak. Written to capture Singapore as an exotic island for 
foreigners and children, the tale thus does not linger over how retribution is inevitable 
when a ruler fails in his governance, nor does it operate from a Malay worldview. 
                                                 
22 Said, Orientalism, p. 56. 
23 Ibid., p. 52. 
24 Elizabeth H. Bronnert, A Storytellers’ Guide to Asian Folktales, (Singapore: Children's Services, 
National Library , 1983) p. 32. 
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Instead, an attempt to represent Singapore as an Oriental outpost, filled with intriguing 
stories that reeks of magic and mysticism, is made.  
Such attempts support common Western perceptions of Singapore as a place 
where “within the space of a few square miles, (it) offers the visitor a picture of Oriental 
life which perhaps typifies much of the present-day Eastern world – many fine 
achievements in modern development and progress, co-existing harmoniously with the 
ancient and well-tried traditions of the various races which merge to form the single 
nation.”25 This manner of narrating the myth continues to support the argument raised 
earlier, as well as illustrates Edward Said’s notion of Orientalism. As Said writes, “Asia 
speaks through and by virtue of the European imagination, which is depicted as 
victorious over Asia, that hostile ‘other’ world beyond the seas.”26 However, through a 
work like Chia’s, one comes to witness how Asians have come to perceive themselves in 
the manner they were perceived by Europeans, and thus contribute to it as well. Asians 
themselves create “a kind of second-order knowledge – lurking in such places as the 
‘Oriental’ tale, the mythology of the mysterious East, notions of Asian inscrutability – 
with a life of its own.”27 Asians thus feeds into what V. G. Kiernan has aptly called 
“Europe’s collective day-dream of the Orient” as they tell stories of themselves in the 




                                                 
25 Gordon Ooi, The Singapore Scene: Featuring the Far East (Singapore: Forces Publications, 1969), p. 4. 
26 Said, Orientalism, p. 56. 
27 Ibid., p. 52. 
28 Ibid. 
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Politics Within: Of Manipulation and Agency 
After 1965, translations of Singapura Dilanggar Todak were, more often than not, 
interpreted as a Singapore myth, instead of retaining its original character as an 
essentially Malay world narrative. This is seen especially through an alteration to the 
ending of the myth. The concluding line, “the guilt of his blood was laid on Singapura,”29 
was omitted altogether. This is telling, for previously, the original intent of the myth was 
that of warning leaders against making unwise decisions, while in post-independent 
Singapore, there is little room for questioning leaders of the country. No longer was the 
misdeed of the Raja, the act of treachery, associated with guilt. After independence 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak was mainly used to explain how “Redhill”, or as it is known 
in Malay “Bukit Merah”, a housing estate area located in western Singapore, got its 
name, with its historical significance forgotten. With a change to the ending of the tale, 
an essentially Malay world narrative became localized and owned by Singapore.  
A translation of Singapura Dilanggar Todak in Bukit Merah: From a Hilly 
Kampong to a Modern Town by Ch’ng Jit Koon exemplifies such a phenomenon.30 Ch’ng 
was a member of Parliament from 1968-1996. Written so that the constituency of Bukit 
Merah “should not forget [their] roots, for a sense of the past will always shape [their] 
thinking of what [their] future would and should be”,31 this book argued how the Sulalat 
Us-Salatin “may well give the answer to how our hill became red.”32 The soil in Bukit 
Merah is indeed of a red hue, given the presence of laterite soil in the area. Such a 
translation of the Sulalat Us-Salatin, especially the myth Singapura Dilanggar Todak, 
                                                 
29 Brown, Sejarah Melayu, p. 41. 
30 Ch’ng Jit Koon (ed,), Bukit Merah: From a Hilly Kampong to a Modern Town (Singapore: Federal 
Publications (s) Pte Ltd, 1996). See Appendix VII, pp. 104-5. 
31 Ibid., p. xiii. 
32 Ibid., p. 3. 
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reveals a manipulation of the story to create an identity and space for the constituency. 
This manipulation is seen when no specific date for the occurrence of the swordfish 
attack is indicated. Instead, it claims at the beginning that “there was a time in Singapore 
when the lives of village folks were disrupted by swordfish which suddenly teemed the 
shores.”33 This prolongs the history of the place, adding on years to the existence of the 
constituency and carving out a space for it in Singapore’s history. 
Second, Ch’ng asserts that the Sulalat Us-Salatin “claims that the hill was in fact 
washed with the blood of a holy man.”34 This once again proves to be a departure, for in 
the original, only the guilt of the ruler’s deed was laid on Singapura. Yet, this adds an 
element of mysticism to the place, giving the area an identity of sorts, one that speaks of 
a distant, shadowy and mystic past that will ideally set it apart from other constituencies.  
Such a variation in Ch’ng’s translation of the myth serves on one hand to prolong 
the history of Bukit Merah, and on the other, to give the constituency a form of identity. 
More importantly, Ch’ng’s version illustrates exactly how “translations often operate 
under varied constraints and that these constraints include manipulations of power 
relations that aim at constructing an ‘image’ of the source culture that preserves or 
extends hegemony of the dominant group.”35 In this instance, the dominant group in 
question is the PAP. As much as this translation earlier claims that the toponym “Redhill” 
(Bukit Merah in Malay) existed in the fourteenth century, Ch’ng later contradicts himself 
by writing that the name “Bukit Merah” was actually a recent creation. He revealed that it 
was created during the 1959 Singapore General Elections as an elective constituency.36 
                                                 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid., p. 6. 
35 Sengupta, “Translation as Manipulation”, p. 159. 
36 Ch’ng, Bukit Merah, p. 165. 
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Given that the name “Redhill” was very popular among the people who could identify 
with “Bukit Merah”, the name remained, especially since the PAP won 59.8 per cent of 
the votes in the constituency.37 Since naming the constituency served to be advantageous 
to the PAP, “from then on until 1970, the name ‘Bukit Merah’ has always referred to the 
area under the electoral boundary of the 1959 General Elections.”38 Translation thus 
became a political instrument, one used to prolong the heritage of a constituency and to 
legitimize a successfully created political boundary in a bid to maintain an advantage for 
a political party.  
Ch’ng’s handling of the myth shows that what was once just a myth about an 
island in the Malay world has been appropriated to serve the Singapore government’s 
purposes. In this instance, it is used to artificially demarcate an area that will function 
effectively as a constituency during elections. As much as the constituency claims to have 
a long history, Bukit Merah is but an extension of the Singapore government’s 
demarcation of boundaries. Both history and myth are thus employed to serve the 
political intent of the constituency. As Ch’ng indicates, “I realized that there was a 
scarcity of information on the history of the constituency.”39 Hence, a myth is used to fill 
the void, to prolong its heritage, and in the process, legitimize a successfully created 
political boundary.  
The notion of creating political boundaries through Singapura Dilanggar Todak is 
also seen in Social Studies for Primary Schools: Teacher’s Edition 2 – Our People.40 
                                                 
37 Ibid., p. 166. 
38 Ibid., p. 6. 
39 Ibid., p. xii. 
40 Ow Suek Yin, Social Studies for Primary Schools: Teacher’s Edition 2 – Our People (Singapore: Federal 
Publications, 1984). See Appendix VIII, p. 105. Other versions of the story found in textbooks include Ow 
Suek Yin, Social Studies: For Primary Schools 4B (2nd ed.) (Singapore: Federal Publications (s) Pte Ltd, 
1995). 
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Strangely in this textbook, Singapura Dilanggar Todak is used here to explain the 
derivation of “Tanjong Pagar” instead of “Bukit Merah”. “Tanjong” is the Malay word 
for cape and “pagar” means fence, here referring to the banana stems. According to 
Social Studies, Bukit Merah got its name as a consequence of a storekeeper who wanted 
to save the people from an attack of the enemy and take revenge on the king whom he 
hated at the same time. “He told the people that if they opened the doors to their enemies 
their lives might be spared. As a result, their enemies killed them all. The soil turned red 
and it remains red till this day.”41 It is probable that Singapura Dilanggar Todak was 
used to explain the name “Tanjong Pagar” with the same intentions as in the case of 
Bukit Merah. Such a usage of Singapura Dilanggar Todak illustrates the malleability of 
myths that serves the intentions of writers to perpetuate ideas that are reflective of the 
historical period in which they live. In this instance, through a conscious awareness of the 
ideas at work within Singapura Dilanggar Todak and Singapore history, the intent of the 
Singapore government at creating political boundaries is observed. 
Unlike the boy in Singapura Dilanggar Todak who sincerely wanted to save 
Singapore from the swordfish attack, the motivation of the storekeeper was that of 
personal gratification. His was a mercantile idea, ringing of individualism and personal 
interest. These ideas are symbolic of modern Singapore, where “economic rationality 
remains hegemonic, with economic viability being considered the sine qua non for the 
nation’s survival.”42 Consequently, “the people of Singapore are calculatedly inducted 
into a political culture which stresses modernity and economic development…(and) 
                                                 
41 Ibid.  
42 Goh Yen Tien Eileen, Dolls in the Sky: Images of Economic Pragmatism in Post-Independence 
Singapore (Unpublished Academic Exercise: Dept. History, National University of Singapore, Academic 
Exercise, 2001), p. 28. 
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nearly all the values are associated with the development of a modern industrial state.”43 
Once again, through Singapura Dilanggar Todak, insight into the social condition of 
modern Singapore is gained. 
According to the government, for Singapore to sustain her economic viability and 
modernity, “all our plans depend on strong economic growth. Over the past 25 years, 
Singapore has become a thriving modern economy, with the second highest standard of 
living in Asia.”44 With the government’s continual call for its citizens to excel 
economically, Singaporeans have become renowned as practical and economic-minded. 
Thomas Toh’s comic book version of Singapura Dilanggar Todak, Amazing, Surprising, 
Weird and Wonderful Myths and Facts of Singapore reflects this social stance.45 Toh 
depicts a satay business being started after all the todaks are killed.46 The tagline 
accompanying the comic reads, “have you wondered what the people did with the 
bountiful harvest from the sea?”47 Another boy in the picture enquires, “why don’t we 
use these fish heads to cook curry?” These two lines suggest and depict the traits of 
mercantilism and practicality – characteristics associated with the average modern 
Singaporean. Much as a comic strip evokes laughter and Toh attempted to provide a 
light-hearted view of Singapore’s history through Singapura Dilanggar Todak, the 
humour also reflects the dominant economic ethos in Singapore, one that promotes 
economic prosperity. 
                                                 
43 Chan Heng Chee, Nation-Building in Southeast Asia: The Singapore Case (Singapore: Institute of 
Southeast Asian Studies, 1971), p.12. 
44 Singapore: The Next Lap (Singapore: Published for the Government of Singapore by Times Editions, 
1991), p. 57. 
45 Thomas Toh, Amazing, Surprising, Weird and Wonderful Myths and Facts of Singapore (Singapore: 
Landmark Books Pte Ltd, 1995). 
46 See Appendix IX, pp. 106-7.  
47 Toh, Amazing Singapore, p. 15. 
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Culturally, by associating Singapura Dilanggar Todak with food, is also telling of 
a national obsession. One of the aspects which modern day Singapore attempts to brand 
itself is as a food paradise, available around the clock. Thus,  
when it comes to the subject of food, Singaporeans reveal their true 
identity. Food is, quite simply, the national obsession. This is a country 
where food goes with everything and no decent meal is complete without 
an extended discussion about the food being enjoyed or the next meal. 
Eating out is a family activity and, for many, a daily routine. This habit 
has virtually created a national identity defined by the cuisine: not just any 
food but the multi-ethnic fare served in unpretentious restaurants and food 
centres throughout Singapore.48  
 
Western influence on the understanding of the tale can also be gleaned from how 
Toh developed the taglines that accompanied each comic panel. An allusion to the 
fairytale The Emperor’s New Clothes by Hans Christian Anderson is made when the boy 
in the picture asserts “The Emperor has no clothes on!” 49  This accompanies the line that 
“these fish must have been pretty skilful swordfish as they reputedly ripped the king’s 
robes to shreds.”50 These foreign elements in a local tale speak volumes about the impact 
of Western literature on Singapore’s worldview and literary diet. 
Appropriating the image of the swordfish goes beyond that found in literary 
works. One of the most significant attempts at creating an identity that is “uniquely 
Singapore” is seen in the currency of the nation itself. Imprinted on the twenty-cent coin 
of Singapore’s first series of coins issued on 20 November 1967 is a swordfish motif.51 
According to the Monetary Authority of Singapore, this series of coins, of which most 
                                                 
48 Lee Geok Boi, “Introduction” in The Food of Singapore: Authentic Recipes from the Manhattan of the 
East, ed. Wendy Hutton, (Hong Kong: Periplus Editions), 1994. 
49 Hans Christian Anderson, The Emperor’s New Clothes. 
2002,<http://www.broadviewpress.com/tales/emperorsclothes.htm> (10 March 2004).  
50 Toh, Amazing Singapore, p. 15. 
51 “Singapore Circulation Coins”, 2005, 
<http://www.mas.gov.sg/masmcm/bin/pt1Singapore_Circulation_Coins_1.htm>, (10 May 2005). See 
Appendix X, p. 107. 
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bear sea-related images, marked a departure from previous currency commissions that 
bore the effigy of the reigning British monarch. The question to ask then is, why choose 
these emblems to represent Singapore? A possible conjunction is the association of the 
myth with a grand and ancient history, one which by claiming for itself, sets Singapore 
on level group with other countries in the region, which all possess a legitimate ancient 
history, stretching back to at least the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Hence, Singapore 
is on par with its neighbours, and at the same time portrays an image of being historically 
aware of its heritage. 
Attempts at achieving a Singaporean voice, free of governmental or European 
influence can also be found in newer versions of the tale. Alfian Sa’at, a renowned 
Singaporean poet, in his handling of Singapura Dilanggar Todak retells it from the boy’s 
viewpoint in his poem “Hang Nadim Speaks”.52 Borrowing the voice of Hang Nadim, 
Alfian offered a critique of the government. Nadim in the poem laments, “My mouth / 
Was so large it could have / Swallowed the sea, And I did, / Even though in all the 
records / They only mentioned how / It was the sea that swallowed me.”53 This 
perspective reveals the injustice to which Nadim was subjected for suggesting a solution. 
To Alfian, it was uncalled for that Nadim had to pay with his life for being able to 
analyze what the situation required, especially since “All [Nadim] wanted was not to live 
/ In a village of cripples.”54  
In borrowing the voice of Nadim, Alfian in one regard gives him agency, for 
before this translation of Singapura Dilanggar Todak, the boy’s viewpoint to the incident 
was never heard. However, the reverse is also true. In Alfian’s attempt to foreground the 
                                                 
52 Alfian Sa’at, A History of Amnesia (Singapore: Ethos Books, 2001). See Appendix XI, p. 108. 
53 Ibid., p. 60. 
54 Ibid., p. 59. 
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boy’s position, an act of manipulation occurs as well, for no longer does the original 
cause of the boy come through, but is shaped and fashioned to reflect Alfian’s as well. As 
much as the poet attempts to re-consider the myth from another perspective, this was 
done to express his desire for freedom to write, think and articulate without acute 
censorship from the government. For Alfian, an interest in Singapura Dilanggar Todak 
lay primarily in its force as a parable of the political gesture of “speaking truth to power”. 
Like Nadim, Alfian had a brush with the government. In 2001, funding for his second 
publication was withdrawn without any explanation. This was surprising since he had 
received funding for his first book by the National Arts Council.55 It was speculated that 
this occurred as Alfian re-wrote the Josef Ng case, which occurred in 1993 and refers to a 
public demonstration in an art performance against the government’s act of arresting gays 
and caning them for their sexual preference.56 After this incident, Alfian challenged 
former Ministry of Information and the Arts minister, George Yeo, and his assertion that 
Josef was a ‘counterfeit artist’ by writing a version of the Josef Ng case in a poem 
contrary to the state’s own narrative. As a result, Alfian, like Nadim, suffered the 
consequences of speaking up - Nadim paid with his life, and Alfian paid by having 
funding withdrawn. Alfian admitted that having funding withdrawn was a minor 
ramification, but nevertheless punitive and retaliatory in nature.57 Thus, in his opinion, an 
aspect of Singapura Dilanggar Todak – an authoritative government unwilling to 
appreciate alternative ideas – continues to occur in Singapore today. 
                                                 
55 One Fierce Hour (Singapore: Landmark Books, 1998). 
56 “History at Length: Entrapment and the Josef Ng Case”, January 2004 
<http://www.geocities.com/plusg1/history_01.htm>, (10 March 2004). 
57 Alfian Sa’at, “Hang Nadim Speaks.” E-mail to Sim Meijun, Sophie. 20 February 2004. 
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Alfian also made a comparison between Singapura Dilanggar Todak and The 
Emperor’s New Clothes.58 For him, both stories expose the king’s stupidity and the boy’s 
intelligence and how the former views the latter as possessing potential as an insurgent.59 
This to Alfian is flawed and he hinted at this in his translation. For him, Nadim “never 
asked for the throne” when he made the suggestion of planting banana stems along the 
coast. The Maharaja’s misconstrued perception is akin to that in Singapore’s political 
scene, where the act of pointing out the government’s errors is often conceived of as 
“criticism” or “eroding confidence in public office”.60 Yet, as Alfian explained, “the king, 
our king, unlike the European one, does not slink away in shame of his nakedness – he is 
not humbled – as a matter of fact, he only reasserts his power – violence ensues – the 
status quo is maintained and glorified.”61 This, for Alfian, is the harsh reality in 
Singapore today. By translating Singapura Dilanggar Todak in the manner he did, Alfian 
was given a platform to enunciate his grievances against a government that suppresses 
the voice of a nation. Alfian’s translation thus serves as a mouthpiece for Singaporeans 
against the domineering ways of the local government. Alfian’s version of Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak brings to completion a circle of different versions of the myth, through 
different historical epochs. Once again, a Malay attempts to use the myth as a metaphor, 
an allusion for unwise governance, one that is fearful of its people’s opinions. 
Singapore grew to be a prosperous port city as her economic development 
surpassed that of other nations in the region. This translated into a more affluent lifestyle 
for Singaporeans. Internationally, the nation was touted as the epitome of the Far East. 
                                                 
58 Hans Christian Anderson, The Emperor’s New Clothes. 
2002,<http://www.broadviewpress.com/tales/emperorsclothes.htm>, (10 March 2004). 
59 Ibid. 
60 Alfian, History of Amnesia, p. 59. 
61 Alfian, “Hang Nadim Speaks.”   
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These marked Singapore’s difference as a young nation in contrast to her earlier history. 
This later epoch also saw the government of Singapore making a concerted effort to 
create a national identity and portraying Singapore as a homeland to people of different 
ethnicity. On the surface, these are the aspects of Singapore society that has been 
portrayed in earlier works on Singapore history. What has not been mentioned is the fact 
that more often than not, Singapore is but a mere creation, one in which the government 
has attempted to sanitised and depict with positive images. Also, citizens’ attempts at 
getting their voices heard were futile in the past, for few, if any records have reflected 
this. Only when one analyse a literary source, can a non-political elite’s heartbeat be felt 
and heard. These were the most prevalent changes reflected in a closer examination of the 
representations made in Singapura Dilanggar Todak from 1965 onwards. These findings 
are crucial, for they have served to rock the steady boat of traditional scholarship, 





Chapter 6  
Conclusion 
 
“Memory! You have the key,” 
~ T. S. Eliot1
 
Each successive generation’s handling of Singapura Dilanggar Todak illustrates the 
symbiotic relationship between history and literature. As much as history might influence 
literature, to the point of dictating how the latter is written, literature is not innocent as it 
likewise possesses an agenda. This agenda however, is neither explicit, nor often even clear to 
the writer, for writing conveys the influences of a particular time in history. This phenomenon 
as such, echoes R. J. Wilkinson’s comment that “the treatment of a tale may be more precious 
than the tale itself.”2  
Using the method of New Historicism, this thesis has examined numerous versions of 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak from 1612 to 2001, in a bid to contribute different dimensions to 
Singapore history. This method allows for the usage of a literary source to fulfil the three 
objectives of this thesis. First, to support the existence of a pre-1819 Singapore past through the 
lens of Singapura Dilanggar Todak. Second, to give voice to non-political elites in Singapore 
society, which previously had been drowned out by elites like Colonial authorities and ruling 
powers around. Finally, its shows how literary works can be used as historical sources to study 
the past. 
These objectives render New Historicism to be a viable method in studying Singapore’s 
past, for “New Historicists have contributed to literary studies a close attention to the effects and 
functions of literature in history, and to how literature plays a part in constructing a society’s 
                                                 
1 Eliot, Selected Poems, p. 27. 
2 R. J. Wilkinson, Papers on Malay Subjects, Malay Literature. Part I (Romance, History, Poetry) (Kuala 
Lumpur: Government Press, 1907), p. 11. 
83 
sense of itself.”3 A myth and its retelling, as shown in this study, are a treasure trove that should 
not be overlooked by historians, and the findings from a thorough examination of Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak discredits Alatas’ view that “there is no human necessity to make use of myths 
in order to progress.”4
Such recognition of the value of literature to the study of the past is crucial, especially in 
the case of Singapore, for it serves to correct previously held misconceptions about its past. 
Scholars have traditionally given a prominent emphasis to the contributions of colonialists in 
Singapore’s past. Such an approach is exemplified in the works of historians like C. M. 
Turnbull, Edwin Lee and Arthur Lim. This trend persisted even after 1984, when John N. 
Miksic’s usage of archaeological findings pointed out the presence of a pre-1819 history, as Lee 
in his post-1984 works continued to ignore this evidence. Even if Miksic had not conducted 
archaeological research, historians like Lee and Turnbull are nonetheless guilty of overlooking 
Malay texts like the Sulalat Us-Salatin in their chronicling of Singapore’s past for such texts 
speak of a pre-colonial Singapore.  In as much as Miksic’s work provided new direction and 
interest in Singapore’s early history, James Warren gave voice to non-political elites like 
prostitutes and rickshaw pullers. Yet, in spite of such works, few have realised the importance of 
such findings and methods. This is evident from A Sense of History, a bibliography of works on 
the history of Singapore that fails to record the palpably important work of Miksic. 
A focus on colonial and archival sources continues to persist, resulting in a debate such as 
that between Anthony Milner and Yeo Kim Wah. Unquestionably, there is value in colonial 
sources. However, the fear of an exclusive reliance on them remains. This work is therefore 
conceived within this context and framework in existing scholarship on Singapore history. 
                                                 
3 Brannigan, “History, Power and Politics”, p. 178. 
4 Alatas, Malay/Muslims, p. 57-8.  
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Arguing for a greater reliance on literary sources, in this instance exemplified by the study of 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak, this thesis shows how a study of a myth reveals information about 
Singapore’s past that is usually neglected. In some instances, findings complement and 
corroborate what is already known about the past, thereby contributing to a greater appreciation 
of Singapore’s history.  
In Chapter 2 “Malay Narratives”, the narration of Singapura Dilanggar Todak in the 
Sulalat Us-Salatin – a 1612 written account of the previously narrated oral tale. In each 
subsequent version of Singapura Dilanggar Todak over the next few centuries, the plot and 
structure of each re-telling of the myth reveal the intentions of the respective writers. Each 
writer often unconsciously discloses the ideas that have influenced him. Through appreciating 
the Sulalat Us-Salatin as a cultural artefact, the difficulty of determining if it is factual or 
fictitiuous is mitigated. The myth reflects Singapura as a Malay polity, where the Raja is the 
supreme ruler.  The inclusion of Singapura in a text essentially about Melaka reveals that the 
former was a symbol of Melaka’s greatness. Not only is Singapura’s position in the Malay 
world better understood as a result of studying the Singapura Dilanggar Todak, but the intricate 
nature of relationships amongst polities within the Malay world is depicted, as in the case of 
Pasai and Melaka.  
In Raja Ali Haji’s version of Singapura Dilanggar Todak, found in Chapter 3 “Religious 
and Colonial Narratives”, there are heavy intonations of Islam in his interpretation of the tale. 
This reflects new approaches to Islam in Southeast Asia during that historical epoch. Raja Ali 
Haji’s version of the tale was not the only one found in the nineteenth century. With the arrival 
of colonialism in Singapore, Europeans like John Leyden, W. G. Shellabear and R. Winstedt 
likewise translated and interpreted Singapura Dilanggar Todak. In their works, a penchant for 
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reason, logic and classification is predominant, revealing a strong Enlightenment influence. 
What was critical about this influence of the colonial era was the stronghold and dominance it 
had in society and on the people. This is best exemplified in Munshi Abdullah’s failure to record 
this myth in his renowned work, Hikayat Abdullah. Through Singapura Dilanggar Todak, one 
comes to the realisation that these Europeans held a disdain towards all things “oriental”. In 
spite of all attempts to understand the East on its own terms, the Europeans more often than not 
elevated themselves at the expense of their subjects. Thus, what was previously heralded as an 
era of modernity becomes demystified. No longer is the romantic notion of colonial rule as one 
that brought civilisation to the East and ensured the presence of peace and prosperity tenable. 
Such findings and realisation comes only through the using of a myth to study the past and to 
grasp the mentalites of people in a particular historical epoch.  
In Chapter 4 “Transitional Narratives”, Omar Rojik’s film reveals explicitly how the myth 
takes on a completely different set of meanings, once influences of the times it was translated in 
are gleaned from the plot of the film. Through such interpretations, one can sense the political 
environment of the early 1960s, and the role of Islam both in the political sphere as well as the 
social lives of the people. One gains insights into the tussle between Islamic and non-Islamic 
modes of thinking, and how politicised Islam was during that time. A. Jalil Haji Noor’s novel 
version of Singapura Dilanggar Todak illustrates the tension between Singapore and Malaysia 
during the 1960s, and like the film, the novel likewise highlighted the interconnectivity among 
Malay tales. These are crucial for characters like Hang Tuah, Hang Jebat and Nadim possess 
larger than life qualities that remain firmly etched in the Malay imagination. 
After independence, Singapura Dilanggar Todak was recast as a Singapore-specific 
myth that reflected the ideals and government’s control of the independent nation-state of 
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Singapore. Such accounts depicted Singapore’s attempt at carving a space and reputation for 
herself both within and without the state. Within, Singapura Dilanggar Todak served as a 
political tool for the PAP to justify the creation of artificial electoral and ethnic boundaries. 
Without, the narration of various versions of Singapura Dilanggar Todak found in the literature 
collection of ASEAN represented her success in gaining regional recognition. Though no longer 
under colonial rule, European influence continues in the form of Orientalism. Singapore has 
come to perceive itself as the epitome of the Orient, just as the West imagines it to be. Also, the 
colonial legacy for classification continues to be manifested in these versions of Singapura 
Dilanggar Todak. A specific version of the myth is designated to each race found in Singapore, 
as well as the prevalence of the idea of the “Orient”. It was during this era also, that non-
political elites like Alfian Sa’at use Singapura Dilanggar Todak as a platform to enunciate their 
grievances against the local government. Instead of continuing the desired history of a country 
where the people are pleased with the form of governance, insights on how Singaporeans 
perceive the mode of governance in the country are gained. 
Recent versions of Singapura Dilanggar Todak also reflect social conditions within 
modern Singapore, especially that of the popular imagination. These include modern 
Singapore’s preoccupation with mercantilism and individualism, as well as the popular 
obsession with food. When insights provided by the various retellings of Singapura Dilanggar 
Todak are taken together, a larger narrative of a Singapore, one that transcends beyond hearing 
only the voice of political elites and colonialists, is formed. It is within this narrative that 
Singapore history is recorded and this evidences the usefulness of studying myths in relation to 
history. Till today, new versions of the myth, including a librarian’s web log that contains a 
comic version of the myth, as well as a recent publication of a children’s book on Singapore 
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myths, which has Singapura Dilanggar Todak as the main focus are found in Singapore.5 Thus, 
with this wealth of resources available and the myth being continually re-written, it continues to 
be a viable source for a study of Singapore’s past. 
Society when unaware of these workings beneath the veneer of a text becomes reshaped 
subconsciously. As such, a need to be aware of the power of myths is essential not only for 
history, but also for a society that desires to know the factors that have contributed to what it is 
today. Though only one myth is examined in this thesis, it is hoped that it will contribute to a 
greater sense of awareness about the correlation between history and literature.  As more and 
more historians today are won over to the view that history has much to learn from myths, there 
is hope that an even better understanding of the past will emerge.6
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C. C. Brown (trans.), Sejarah Melayu or Malay Annals (Singapore: Oxford University 
Press, 1970), p. 40. 
  
Now there was a man of Pasai called Tun Jana Khatib. And he went to Singapura. 
And when he was come to Singapura, he walked through the streets accompanied by 
Tuan (?) di-Bungoran and Tuan di- Selangor. And it happened that as he was walking 
past the palace of the Raja of Singapura, the queen was looking out of the window and 
Tun Jana Khatib saw her. Now there was a betel-palm growing beside the palace, and 
Tun Jana khatib cast a spell on it and it turned into two palms. And when Paduka Sri 
Maharaja saw what had happened he was very angry and said, “ That’s the sort of man 
Yun Jana Khatib is! No sooner does he know that the queen is looking at him than he 
shews off his powers!” And the king ordered him to be put to death. So Tun Jana Khatib 
was taken to the palce of executon, near which was a man making cakes. And when Tun 
Jana Khatib was stabbed by the executioner, his blood dripped to the ground, though his 
body was spirited to Langkawi. And the cake –maker clapped the lid of his pan down 
over s clot of Tun Jana Khatib’s blood, which turned into stone and is there to this day. 
  
And after a while Singapura was attacked by swordfish, which leapt upon any one 
who was on the sea shore. If they attacked the victim in the chest, he was pierced through 
the chest and died: if they attacked the victim’s neck, his head rolled off his shoulders 
and he died; and if they attacked the victim in the waist, he was pierced through the waist 
and died. So great was the number of those killed by the swordfish that there was a panic 
and people ran hither and thither crying, “The swordfish are come to attack us! They have 
killed thousands of our people!” And Paduka Sri Maharaja went forth on his elephant 
escorted by his ministers, war-chiefs, courtiers and heralds. And when he reached the sea 
shore he was astounded to see the havoc the swordfish had wrought; how not a victim of 
their attack had escaped; how those who had been stabbed rolled over and over and died; 
and how the number of victims was ever mounting. And he ordered all his men to (stand 
side by side so as to) form a barricade of their shins, but the swordfish leapt upon them 
and any one they stabbed met his death. Like rain came the swordfish and the men they 
killed were past numbering.  
 
 Presently a boy was heard to say, “What are we making this barricade of ourlegs 
for? Why are we deceiving ourselves? If we made a barricade of banana stems, would not 
that be better?” And when Paduka Sri Maharaja heard this he said, “That boy is right!”, 
and he commanded his men to build a barricade of banana stems. And the swordfish 
came on; but as soon as they leapt, their snouts stuck on the banana stems, where they 
were cut down and killed in numbers past counting, and that was the end of the swordfish 
attack. 
  
 Paduka Sri Maharaja then returned to the palace and his chiefs said to him, “Your 
Highness, that boy will grow into a very clever man. It would be as well to be rid of 
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him!” And the king agreed and ordered the boy to be put to death. But when the boy was 















































Raja Ali Haji Ibn Ahmad, The Precious Gift (Tuhfat Al-Nafis) (Kuala Lumpur: Oxford 
University Press, 1982). 
 
 When Seri Ratna Wikrama died, he was succeeded by his son, Damiya Raja, who 
was then entitled Paduka Seri Maharaja. The story goes that in his reign a disaster befell 
Singapore which was attacked by swordfish, because the king had killed one of Allah’s 
religious teachers, Lord Zain al-Khatib. His death brought retribution form Allah 
Almighty – swordfish emerged from the sea, stabbing the people, many of whom died. 







































Matheson Hooker, Virginia and M. B. Hooker. John Leyden’s Malay Annals. MBRAS 
Reprint 20. Malaysia: Academe Art & Printing Sdn. Bhd., 2001. 
 
IT happened in process of time, that a species of sword-fish named todak came upon the 
coast of Singhapura, and springing ashore, killed a great number of persons on the beach. 
Striking the breast, they pierced through and through the body to the back; and striking 
the neck, they separated the head; and striking the waist, they pierced it from side to side; 
so that at| last so many were slain, that nobody durst reside on the shore, but fled in 
consternation in every direction from the dread of the destruction. Then Paduca Sri 
Maharaja mounted his elephant, and marched out with all his ministers and warriors to 
the shore. He was astonished on perceiving the devastation occasioned by the todak the 
numbers slain, and that one stroke was sufficient. Then the raja ordered a rampart to be 
formed or the legs of his men; but still the sword-fish sprung out and pierced their limbs 
through and through, for these fish were numerous as the close-falling rain. Among the 
people there was a boy who said, “of what use is it for us to form a rampart with our legs, 
it would be much better to make a rampart of plantain stems.” When the raja heard this, 
he said, “the observation is just,” and he ordered them to bring plantain stems and form a 
rampart. The sword-fish rapidly struck their beaks into the plantain stems, and remaining 
there fixed, the people came and slew them in great numbers, so that their carcasses lay in 
heaps, and the people were unable to eat them up, and| those that remained ceased from 
their ravages in the vicinity of the rampart, and sprung against the raja’s elephant, and 
even struck the raja’s coat. As it is said by the writers of songs,  
The Todak springs up to rend the raja’s garment,  
The Todak is not worsted of itself,  
It is from a child’s understanding that it is worsted in the war.”  
Then the Maha-raja returned, and all the great men represented to him, “Sire, if this boy, 
though so young, possesses such an uncommon understanding, what will he do when he 
grows up. It will be best for us to kill him.” “Very well, let us kill him,” said the raja. He 




















Richard Olaf Winstedt, Eastern Tales (Singapore: Malaya Publishing House, 1959), pp. 
54-5. 
 
Many Hundreds of years ago sword-fish attacked the island of Singapore, and 
killed many people on the sea-shore, stabbing them through neck and chest. The Malay 
king got on his elephant and went down to see the sword-fish killing his subjects, but he 
could think of no way to save his people. The sword-fish came in great numbers and no 
one could stop them. 
 
 But there was a clever little boy, who said to his friends: “The best way to keep 
back the sword-fish would be to build a fence of thick soft banana stems.” 
 
 As soon as the king heard of this, he ordered a fence to be built. And when the 
sword-fish leapt ashore, their beaks stuck fast in the soft stems and the king’s men killed 
them with swords and knives. So many sword-fish died that the people could not eat them 
all, and the dead fish lay piled in heaps on the beach. 
 
 But when the king returned to his palace, his chief went to him to have that clever 
little lad killed. “Look at the brains he has now,” they remarked. “When he grows up, he 
will be still cleverer. It will be much safer to kill him.” 
 
 So the king had the poor boy killed. 
 
 This is an old tale but not all of it is true. The sword-fish were not fish at all but 






















ASEAN Folk Literature 
Damina L. Eugenio (Gen. Ed.), ASEAN Folk Literature (Manila: ASEAN Committee on 
Culture and Information, 1995). 
Singapura Dilanggar Todak (Baba/Peranakan) p.336-7 
In the old days, Singapore suffered such an onslaught of swordfish that they 
almost caused the place to be submerged. Everyday, when it was high tide, thousands of 
swordfish came to the beach, using their pointed snouts to loosen the sand and soil which 
steadily eroded away into the water. 
 
The Ruler of Singapore was afraid that all the sand would disappear and that 
eventually the whole land would sink and disappear. He ordered his people to gear 
themselves and to quickly kill all of the swordfish. His people took up axes and waited by 
the beach. Whenever the swordfish came to shore, they axed them. But no matter how 
fast the humans killed the fish, there were more and more that came up. The people were 
too afraid to enter the water to attack the fish. They ran to the Ruler with the sad news 
that they could not kill all of the fish. 
 
The Ruler was in a state of panic, not knowing what to do. He summoned the 
elders, who were known to be wise and sagacious, to counsel him. All the advice and 
suggestions did not prove efficacious against the onslaught of the swordfish. They were 
at their wits’ end about what to do next. 
 
There was little boy who, upon hearing of the problem, said: “Why don’t we just 
use the stems of the banana plant and place them on the beach. When they attack the sand 
surely their snout would be caught in the banana stem. When trapped, it would be easy to 
kill them all off.” The Ruler felt that the boy’s suggestion had merit, and quickly ordered 
his men to carry it out.  
 
The Ruler’s subjects placed thousands of banana stems along the water’s edge. 
When the swordfish were about to hit the sand again, they were caught by their snouts 
and were slowly killed by the men one after another till none was left. Singapore was 
safe! The Ruler was extremely pleased and immediately rewarded the little boy with a 
high rank and invited the boy to live with him. 
 
There was a jealous courtier who was resentful of the Ruler’s favorable treatment 
of the boy, and he immediately set about to destroy him. He insinuated to the King, 
“While this boy is so young, he is already so brilliant. What will happen when he grows 
up? He might be able to oust you.” 
 
Upon hearing this, the Ruler felt that the courtier night be right. He asked what he 
should do. The conniving courtier advised him to kill the young man before he becomes 
too powerful. The Ruler called upon his people to capture the boy and put him in chains. 
They then threw him into the sea. 
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The lesson of what happened to this boy must be learnt: “Do not always show 
your true abilities. It may sometimes give you certain advantages but it may also cause 














































The Story of Red Hill1 (Chinese) p344-5 
 Once upon a time there were many swordfish in the sea next to Singapore. These 
swordfish caused a great deal of trouble. They flew into boats and sometimes killed 
fishermen. There were so many of these swordfish that they decided to kill them. 
 
So the raja brought his army to the sea to fight the swordfish. Many people came 
to watch the battle, and among them was a very clever little boy. The little boy watched 
the soldiers in their fine uniforms, their long swords shining in the sun. He thought to 
himself that he would like to be a soldier when he grew up. 
 
 When the captain gave the signal, the soldiers stood in a long line on the beach 
and waited for the swordfish to attack. Soon the swordfish came leaping and flying across 
the water. Wave after wave of them came. They pierced the soldiers with their long sharp 
swords on their noses, and many soldiers died. 
 
 The little boy saw the raja sitting sadly beneath a tree. He ran to the raja and said, 
“Please sir, I think I know how to stop the swordfish.” 
 
 “Do you, indeed, little boy?” said the raja looking at the boy’s bare feet and 
ragged clothes. 
 “Yes, sir,” the boy said. “Tell the soldiers to cut those banana trees over there. 
Then tie the trees together to make a wall to stop the fish.” 
“That’s a wonderful idea,” said the raja. He turned to his captain. “Why didn’t 
you think of that, captain? Tell your men to start at once.” 
  
 The captain looked angrily at the little boy before he told his men what to do. The 
soldiers cut the banana trees and tied them together with strong ropes. They used more 
ropes to pull the wall to the edge of the water. This time, when the swordfish came, they 
flew out of the water and their swords stuck to the wall of the banana trees, they couldn’t 
move, and so it was easy for the soldiers to kill them. 
 
 “Well done, men,” said the raja to the soldiers. “And thank you, little boy,” he 
said to the boy. 
 The little boy bowed to the raja and ran back to his home on the hill by the sea. 
The raja thoughtfully watched him go. “That’s a very clever child,” he said to the captain. 
 The captain was still angry because the boy had made him look stupid. “Perhaps 
sir, he is to clever. Clever little boys can grow into dangerous men.” 
 
 The raja thought about this, and the more he thought, the more he worried. A few 
days later the captain came to see him again. 
 
 “Sir,” he said, “I am worried about the little boy. He is too clever. Some day, he 
will make a lot of trouble for us.” 
                                                 
1 Excerpted from Irene-Anne Monteiro and Jenny Watson, Favourite Stories from Singapore 
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 “You are right, captain,” said the raja. “I think we should stop him now, before it 
is too late.” 
 “Good,” said the captain. “I’ll take care of it tonight.” 
 
 That night the captain and some of his soldiers climbed the hill where the little 
boy lived. They quietly went into his house and killed him with their swords. The little 
boy’s blood ran freely down the hill. Soon the whole hill had turned red, and it is red to 
this very day. When the people heard what the raja’s captain had done, they named this 
place Red Hill. And even now, they remember the story of the clever little boy who 







































Bukit Merah2 (Red Hill) (Malay) p.336-7 
 The people of Singapura were in a state of panic. What evil fate has come to their 
peaceful island! No one dared to go to the sea to fish. Singapura was being attacked by 
swordfish! Many villagers and the king’s men were killed by the fish. 
 
 Raja Iskandar, the ruler of Singapura, ordered his men and the villagers to build a 
human wall, while he inspected the beaches. Many fell and died before him. He was very 
sad. A little boy was looking from afar. He, too, was sad at seeing his fellow villagers 
killed by the swordfish. 
 
 Raja Iskandar asked his people to think of ways to kill the swordfish. The little 
boy heard his call and approached his ruler. The little boy said o Raja Iskandar “Forgive 
me, Your Highness. One way to kill the swordfish is by building a wall of banana stems 
along the beach.” 
 
 Raja Iskandar thought about the little boy’s idea. It was a good one. He 
immediately ordered his men to build a wall made of banana stems along the beach. 
Many banana trees were cut to build the wall. 
 
 When the swordfish came to attack the village, their sharp swords pierced the soft 
stems of the banana trees and got stuck there. The villagers and the king’s men killed the 
swordfish. They were happy. The little boy’s idea really worked. Singapura was once 
more a peaceful place. The villagers could go back to the sea to fish. 
 
 Raja Iskandar’s joy turned into suspicion. “This boy is very smart for his age. 
What will happen when he grows up? He might topple me one day. I better get rid of him 
now! I will order my men to kill him!” 
 
 Raja Iskandar gave the order. Four men were told to kill the little boy who lived 
with an old woman on top of a hill. The four men went to the little boy’s hut and kicked 
the door open. The little boy was nowhere to be found. The old woman screamed at the 
men: “You are wicked. Why do you want to kill a boy who has served the country? Is 
this how you reward a good deed?” 
 
 Suddenly the ground before them opened up. Thick red blood spouted from a 
small hole in the ground. The four men fled down the hill. The entire hill was colored red. 
Since then the hill has been called Bukit Merah, or Red Hill. 
 






                                                 
2 Adapted from Pngalenthi, Myths and Legends of Singapore. 
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Appendix VI 
Chia Hearn Chek. Folktales from the Orient – The Redhill: A Singapore Folktale. 
Singapore: Federal-Alpha, 1975.   
 
There is a small hill in Singapore known to the people as Redhill. If you ask the old folks 
living nearby why the hill is red, they will tell you this story.  
 
Many, many years ago, the seas around Singapore were filled with swordfish. The big 
waves brought them in and there were so many of them that the inhabitants were afraid 
even to walk along the water’s edge for fear of attack by these wild fish. At first the 
people thought that the fish would not stay for long. But as the days passed, they 
increased in numbers. Indeed, they became so daring mat they attacked the fishermen 
who were brave enough to put out to sea.  
 
Finally, Raja Iskandar who was then the ruler of Singapore, decided to do something 
about it. He called his men together and told them, “No one would believe this fish 
frightening and attacking people! This nuisance has got to stop at once!” The Raja then 
went down to the beach where the fish were plentiful and ordered his soldiers to form a 
long line. Each held a shield in one hand and in the other, a long sharp spear. The soldiers 
stood knee deep in the water anxiously waiting for the waves to come in.    
 
Slowly the tide rose. As the waves rolled in, the sea was white with swordfish. The 
soldiers had never seen anything like this before. ‘Prepare to attack!” shouted the captain 
as the waves came nearer. The next moment the fish were all over the place, piercing and 
killing the soldiers with their needle-sharp swords. When the fish left with the retreating 
tide, the water was red with blood as many men were killed and injured.  
 
The King at once ordered more men to replace those who had fallen. Racing at great 
speed with the incoming waves, the fish once again fell upon me helpless soldiers and 
stung them with their poisoned swords. Even the Raja was astonished for what he had 
just seen was indeed hard to believe. All this while, a little boy was watching the scene 
from a safe distance. There was a smile on his face as if he found the spectacle very 
amusing. 
 
The Raja in turn had noticed this little boy and at last unable to hold his temper any 
longer, he walked up to the lad and asked, “Tell me, my boy, do you find this very 
funny?” ‘Yes,” replied the boy, “because 1 thought that a wall of banana stems could stop 
the fish without any loss of lives.” The Raja was struck by the wisdom of his words.  
 
Thereupon, he ordered his men to cut down as many banana trees as they could find to 
build a long wall on the beach. This the soldiers did in a short time for there were many 
banana plants growing nearby. Now there was not much to do but to wait for the fish to 
come in.  
 
Soon the waves began to roll towards land and the water was thick with swordfish. The 
soldiers stood ready with shields and spears to avenge the deaths of their brothers. The 
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waves hit hard against the wall of banana stems and as the water departed, hundreds of 
swordfish were stuck fast to the soft flesh of the banana trunks. The soldiers then 
marched in and hacked the fish to pieces with their spears and parangs. This went on and 
on until at last not a single fish was left in the water. Ever since that day, the seas around 
Singapore \were rid of the menace of the swordfish making the island sate once more for 
the inhabitants to walk along the beach or swim in the water. 
 
Our story would have been a happy one if it had ended here but it did not. The Raja was 
greatly disturbed by the cleverness of the little boy. He said to himself, “When he grows 
up, he will be a danger to my throne.” The more he thought of it, the more he feared the 
boy. As the days passed, he could eat but little and sleep even less. Finally, the Raja 
called the captain of his guard and told him of his fears. ‘Worry no more, your Royal 
Highness,’ said the captain, “and leave this matter in my hands.”   
 
The captain rightly or wrongly guessed that the Raja wanted him to get rid of the boy. 
That night, four soldiers under the captain’s order went to look for the lad. They soon 
learnt that he was living in a small hut on the top of a hill. The four quietly stole their 
way up.  
 
On reaching the hut, they burst open the door expecting to find the boy within. Instead, 
there stood in front of them an old woman with long white hair. She spoke, “Why do you 
need to shed innocent blood? The lad has done no wrong. For having such evil thoughts 
you will be punished because this hill will henceforth turn blood-red.’ 
 
And as the soldiers ran down the hill in horror, a small hole appeared in the ground 
gushing forth a red liquid which slowly covered the hill turning it completely red. Ever 
since that day inhabitants have called this place Redhill or Bukit Merah. J Strangely 
enough, neither the old woman with white hair nor the small boy was ever seen again. 
And it is said that unless the boy returns, the hill will remain red. And so it has to this 



















Bukit Merah – A Hill Dyed Red 
Ch’ng Jit Koon (ed,), Bukit Merah: From a Hilly Kampong to a Modern Town 
(Singapore: Federal Publications (s) Pte Ltd, 1996), pp. 3-6. 
 
The folklore 
 An old folklore in the Sejarah Melayu, a collection of oral Malay traditions, may 
well give the answer to how our hill became red.  
 
 There was a time in Singapore when the lives of village folks were disrupted by 
swordfish which suddenly teemed the shores. The notorious sea creatures killed and 
wounded villagers with their sharp noses and threatened their livelihoods. All the plans 
and efforts of the Raja and his advisors against them came to no avail until a bright young 
boy came up with a brilliant plan. “We’ll beat them at their game! Let’s build a wall of 
banana tree trunks!” he told the Raja. The plan was an instant success. As the swordfishes 
speared the barricade of banana tree trunks, they found their lance-like noses stuck in the 
trunks. 
 
 The villagers fell upon them with a vengeance. The boy became a hero, but at the 
expense of his life. The jealous Raja sent his men to kill the village hero. They tracked 
him down to the top of the hill where he lived, and spilled his blood which ran down the 
lengths and depths of the hill. And that was how the hill became red.  
 
 A less moving (but no less violent) story in the Sejarah Melayu claims that the 
hill was in fact washed with the blood of a holy man. He had been executed because the 
queen of the fourth king of Singapore was offended by his effrontery in trying to impress 
her with his magical powers. 
 
 Strangely though, old residents of Kampong Henderson have never heard of these 
tales. To them, “Bukit Merah” – meaning “Red Hill” – or its Hokkien equivalent, Ang 
Suah, was a name that came about when excavation on the hill uncovered red earth some 
time in the 1950s. During the 1959 General Elections, the term was very popularly used. 
From then on until 1970, the name “Bukit Merah” has always referred to the area under 















Social Studies Textbook 
Social Studies for Primary Schools: Teacher’s Edition 2. Our People. Singapore: Federal 
Publications, 1984. Curriculum Development Institute of Singapore.  
 
1. There are many legends about Singapore. One legend explains how Bukit Merah or 
Red Hill gets its name. 
Long ago Singapore was attacked by her enemies. She was surrounded and no people or 
food could come in or out of the town. Without food the people would soon starve to 
death. However, there was a storekeeper in town who thought he could save the people. 
At the same time he could take revenge on the king whom he hated. He told the people 
that id they opened the doors to their enemies their lives might be spared. But when they 
let their enemies in they were all killed. The soil was stained with the blood of all the 
dead people in the town. The soil turned red and it remains red till this day. 
 
2. Another legend tells how Tanjong Pagar gets its name. Long ago Singapore was 
attacked by hundreds of swordfish. No boats or fishermen could remain in the tanjong or 
bay for long. The swordfish would drive them off the sea. The people were helpless and 
they turned to their ruler, the Sultan, for help. But even the Sultan could not come up with 
any idea to save them. Finally it was a ten-year old boy who saved them. He told the 
Sultan to plant banana stalks along the edge of the sea. As the swordfish swam into the 
tanjong to attack the people, their ‘swords’ were stuck fast in the stalks. The people, all 
armed with parangs, quickly chopped off their heads. The pagar or fence of banana stalks 
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Singapore’s First Series of Coins 















































Hang Nadim Speaks 
Alfian Sa’at, A History of Amnesia (Singapore: Ethos Books, 2001). 
 
Hang Nadim Speaks 
I was a boy with a good idea. 
I never asked for the throne. 
All I wanted was not to live  
In a village of cripples. 
 
I watched with amusement. 
Each day men would surrender 
The flesh of their legs  
For the beak of garfish. 
So many queued up 
For a stab at martyrdom, 
As if it wasn’t just a spectacle 
For the Sultan’s new sport: 
 
Marine archery. Human dominoes. 
Vermillion waves. Screams of pain. 
Even the sea was blushing. 
Oysters were fermenting rubies. 
 
So I spoke up, despite my fear.  
Instead of shins, banana trunks. 
I became a hero for three days. 
On the final day they took me 
From my home and threw me – 
Into the bloodstained sea.  
 
I was a boy with an idea.  
I could keep mum, 
Watched the folly of a king 
Who would rather lose his men  
Than their loyalty. Instead 
I stood on the beach, my voice 
Louder than the scream 
Of any false martyrs too eager  
To donate their marrow  
To history. My mouth 
Was so large it could have  
Swallowed the sea. And I did, 
Even though in all the records 
They only mentioned how 
It was the sea that swallowed me.  
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